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Abstract
This study sheds light on the meaning of ecological ethics from the perspectives of
ecologically-informed therapy professionals. A qualitative methodology was used to
explore the perspectives of therapists from Canada, England, and the United States.
Thirteen professionals were interviewed and feedback on these interviews was obtained
utilizing focus groups. The findings include themes of relational assumptions, ecological
values and principles, practice ecologies, and challenges and solutions to embracing
ecological ethics. The findings suggest ways social work therapists can integrate
ecological ethics into their everyday practice and point to changes that can be made in the
profession more broadly, including changes to the Canadian Association of Social
Workers 2005 Code of Ethics.
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Introduction
Humanity and nature are fundamentally interdependent, as our planet’s changing
climate is making increasingly obvious. Our atmosphere and oceans are warming, snow
and ice are diminishing, greenhouse gases are increasing, and sea levels are rising. These
changes are unprecedented in historic time and are caused by human activity (IPCC,
2013). These changes have consequences for all life, but are most severe for those who
are disadvantaged. Increasing political and academic attention is being directed to the
needs of the environment, and towards a more ecologically aware understanding of
human relationships, social and environmental systems, and moral responsibility. Social
work has a responsibility to integrate ecological matters and ethics into the framework of
the profession.
According to Suzuki, Mason, and McConnell (2007), “ecology is the study of
home” (p. 8). Ecology is concerned with interdependent relationships of living and nonliving systems, and humanity’s relationship with the natural world (Curry 2011; Thiele,
1999). These relationships range from the micro-level interdependence of bacterial
biomes, to planetary and solar processes and interactions, such as climate change (Thiele,
1999). Ecology recognizes that how humans think and feel about the environment, and
their behaviours within it, have profound consequences for the natural world, and the
wellbeing of the human society that depends upon it (Curry, 2011; Maller, Townsend,
Brown, & St Leger, 2002; Thiele, 1999). The fact that humans are in relationship with
and dependent upon the environment, places ecological matters firmly within the realm
of ethics (Berger & Kelly, 1993; Cornforth, 2008; Curry, 2011; Gray & Coates, 2012;
Thiele, 1999).
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Much of humanity, with the expansion of industrialization and Euro-Western
ideology and practices, have neglected their connection to nature, creating a human
society where the wellbeing of the planet on which we are dependent has been
deprioritized in favour of short-term political and economic goals (Curry, 2011; Klein,
2014). Amongst scholars, politicians, and the general public there is a growing
recognition that we require fundamental changes in how we perceive and behave in
relation to the planet, nature, and other humans (Coates, Gray, & Hetherington, 2006;
Curry, 2011; Klein, 2014). Despite this shift, a significant proportion of people continue
to perceive themselves as autonomous beings, independent of nature and each other, and
superior to nature (Coates, Gray, & Hetherington, 2006; Curry, 2011; Klein, 2014).
Within this context there are growing calls for social work to better account for
these social and environmental realities in its ethics and practices. The International
Federation of Social Workers (IFSW, 2012a) has called upon
“social workers and their representative bodies to recognize the importance of the
natural and built environment to the social environment, to develop
environmental responsibility and care for the environment in social work practice
and management today and for future generations, to work with other
professionals to increase our knowledge and with community groups to develop
advocacy skills and strategies to work towards a healthier environment and to
ensure that environmental issues gain increased presence in social work
education.”
Others suggest that contemporary social work practice be informed by an expanded ethic,
inclusive of complex interdependent natural and social relationships, grounded in
2

ecological values, assumptions, and aims. Berger and Kelly (1993) state that social work
“need[s] a new ethic, one that is consistent with an emerging awareness of our
connectedness to the natural world and of our understanding of nature's limits of
tolerance” (p. 523) and have proposed an “Ecological Credo for Social Workers” (p.
524). Recent scholars also champion a more inclusive paradigm. Seeking a systemic
ethical framework grounded in human-environmental interdependency, that supports the
consideration of and responsible care for environmental and sociopolitical realities, these
scholars identify ecological ethics as a useful, and even necessary, approach for
contemporary social work practice and ethics (Boetto, 2017; Bowles, Boetto, Jones, &
McKinnon, 2016; Coates & Gray, 2012; Hugman, 2005; Ryan, 2013).
Despite its commitment to systems thinking and practice, social justice, and
human welfare, we are still waiting for social work to embrace such an ethic. In Canada,
social work codes of ethics remain individualistic and human focussed. In social work
therapy our mainstream models of practice minimize or altogether omit our relationships
with nature. Social workers who provide psychotherapy services to individuals, couples,
families, and groups communicate particular understandings of wellbeing in their
practice with others (White & Epston, 1990). They are agents of change who are wellpositioned to challenge dominant discourses that perpetuate and maintain mainstream
values, beliefs, and practices that contribute to the oppression of others (Cornforth, 2008;
White & Epston, 1990) and the degradation and exploitation of nature (Besthorn, 2002b;
Cornforth, 2008). Despite these commitments and opportunities, social work therapy and
mainstream social work as a whole have been slow to integrate ecological considerations
(Gray & Coates, 2012; Kemp, 2011; Zapf, 2003). A shift to ecologically grounded ethics
3

would support social workers to better appreciate and navigate these complex issues
(Gray & Coates, 2012) and transform the profession (Berger & Kelly, 1993; Boetto,
2017; Gray & Coates, 2015; Ryan, 2013).
This dissertation examines ecological ethics grounded in a critique of the
dominant modes of therapy practice and ethics, as being overly individualistic and
human-focussed. The findings presented here suggest that social work requires a
broadening of ecological scope to include ecological relationships, in order to remain
both ethical and relevant. It will touch on other forms of social work practice and theory,
including those grounded in Indigenous and social justice frameworks.
Situating Self
My interest in professional ethics is informed by my personal and professional
experience. I was raised Catholic, by socially aware, working class parents, who taught
me early on about the atrocities perpetuated by dominant groups of people against those
deemed different and problematic. As an adolescent feminist, I developed an awareness
of the oppressive power dominant ideas can have over others, and a desire to challenge
the ‘truths' upon which these ideas are based. As an adult, I strive to bring postmodernist,
feminist, and critical lenses to my experiences of the world and the meanings I make.
These lenses influence my experiences of social work practice and professional ethics.
I teach graduate and professional development courses in social work and provide
therapy to children and adults in a private practice setting. My perspective is also
informed by my experiences as a therapist in a community mental health program for
adults and a hospital-based mental health program for children, adolescents, and families,
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as a Child and Youth Worker with adolescents experiencing eating disorders, and as a
group therapist with child and adult survivors of childhood sexual abuse.
I am deeply concerned about current environmental issues. It has been a challenge
to manage the painful feelings I experience without avoiding or minimizing the reality of
climate change and its consequences. Since beginning doctoral studies, I have been
drawn to the literature examining people’s relationships with the natural world, the
environmental impact on health and wellbeing, and relational responsibility. I have come
to appreciate an expanded role for helping professionals regarding these issues. I believe
that we should be addressing such issues more fully in our work.
I began this process with very limited knowledge of professional ethics, ethical
frameworks, ecological thinking, ecologically-informed practice, and had a distant
relationship with my code of ethics. Thinking critically about codes of ethics was new for
me. I did not know how to talk about ethics, let alone ecological ethics, and I think this
impacted how well I was able to prompt participants for more information about their
perspectives on ethics. As well, as a therapist striving to integrate ecological concerns
into my own practice, I sometimes found myself focusing on how participants integrate
nature into their practice, rather than their values and principles.
In my therapy practice, I continue to struggle with integrating nature and
ecological relationships in my everyday practice, despite being immersed in these ideas
for years. I can empathise with others who care about the environment but have difficulty
addressing these larger issues in practice. I think my struggle is partly because of
avoidance of the emotional pain I feel when thinking about the harm being done to the
planet. I also think the difficulty is related to feeling pressured to focus on symptoms,
5

which creates less space to include the ecology. I, like many other therapists, are
dominated by modernist pressures, in the forms of models of therapy, expectations, and
processes that make it difficult to prioritize awareness of nature in therapeutic practice.
This dissertation is organized into 5 chapters. Chapter 1 situates the research
within current theoretical frameworks, recent developments in social work scholarship
and ethics, and ways of understanding human-nature relationships. In this chapter I
present an argument for why social work should be concerned about and involved in a
wider approach to understanding ecological relationships. Chapter 2 describes the
qualitative methodology used for this study, the purpose and aims of the research, the
research design, and the tools and procedures used to collect and analyse the data.
Chapter 3 explores the themes that emerged from the data analysis, including ecological
assumptions, values and principles, practice ecologies, and challenges and solutions to
embracing ecological ethics. In Chapter 4 I bring the research and theory together to
discuss the meaning of ecological ethics and explore the implications for social work. In
Chapter 5 I highlight key findings of the study and their implications for social work.
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Chapter 1
Theoretical Frameworks
I approached the literature review by performing literature searches using Wilfrid
Laurier University - Primo Search and using the search terms “ecosocialwork” and
“ethics”; “ecology” and “social work”; “environment” and “social work”; “nature” and
“social work”; “ecological justice” and “social work”; “environmental justice” and
“social work”; “ecotherapy”; “ecotherapy” and “ethics”; “ecopsychology” and “ethics”;
“ecology” and “wellbeing”; “ecotherapy” and “wellbeing”; “ecotherapy” and
“counseling”; and “ecology” and “counselling”. The results revealed a lacuna of articles
that specifically address professional ethics and eco-informed therapy or eco-informed
social work. Only one of the articles was empirical (see Bowles, Boetto, Jones, &
McKinnon, 2016) and it presents the findings of a comparative analysis of 3 national
codes of ethics and suggests ways to elevate environmental sustainability as a core social
work concern.
Postmodern and critical theories provide the theoretical foundations of this
research and are inclusive of marginalised discourses and perspectives. The critical
literature on social work, professional ethics, ecologically-informed therapy, and
ecological ethics evidences the need to expand our codes of ethics to include
contemporary interrelationships, values, assumptions, theories, language, and social and
environmental realities (Bauman, 1993)
Postmodernism and Social Work Ethics
The postmodern paradigm, informed by social constructionism, provides a lens to
critically examine the assumptions that inform social work ethics and their implications
7

for practice. Postmodernism reveals a complex relational reality allowing us to: perceive
and value multiplicity instead of uniformity; see that social reality is not a single,
objective Truth; understand that meaning is constructed through language and
interpretation; recognize the existence and influence of grand narratives and totalising
theory, including their limitations and oppressive effects on those whose realities do not
match those of the white, heterosexual, able bodied, middle class, Western male;
question assumptions of neutrality as something possible and desirable; and recognize
that all reality is interpreted and influenced by a variety of factors including the
interpreter (Bauman, 1993; Rosenau, 1992). Postmodernism helps to reveal missing
perspectives including those that are marginalized (Anderson, 2001; Bauman, 1993;
Rosenau, 1992). Viewing social work ethics through a postmodern lens reveals that
dominant social work ethics exclude human-nature relationships.
Social construction of social work ethics. The theory of social constructionism,
which informs postmodernism, alerts us to the role of discourse and social processes in
constructing reality. It assumes that reality is not experienced the same by everyone; the
experience of reality is interpreted and informed by subjectivity and meaning. These
interpretations and meanings arise through our relationships with others, the values and
theories we hold, the language and metaphors we use to verbalise and think about
experience, the stories we have access to, and the practices we engage in and observe in
others. These practices occur on small-scale levels, such as the particular behaviours of
individuals, and on large-scale levels, such as institutional processes (Berger &
Luckmann, 1967).

8

The lens provided by social constructionism reveals that dominant social work
ethics are not a given; it is a discourse, which is largely informed by modernist and
patriarchal theories and values, and increasingly by neoliberalism. In this way, dominant
social work ethics perpetuates oppressive ideals and practices, and preserves the interests
of dominant groups and institutions (Chambon, Irving, & Epstein, 1999; Pollack &
Rossiter, 2010). For example, Ontario social workers are now required to engage in selfmonitoring activities for the purposes of “quality assurance” (Pollack & Rossiter, 2010),
which conflates ethical practice with market values and fragments ethical development
from larger concerns and processes, such as social justice and the financial interests of
organizations (Pollack & Rossiter, 2010).
Understanding that social work ethics are socially constructed allows for the
possibility of critically examining its assumptions and role in perpetuating the status quo
and relations of power and control. This understanding also allows for the existence and
validity of alternative ethical approaches that are inclusive of complexity, multiple
realities (Bauman, 1993; Anderson, 2001; Rosenau, 1992), contemporary understandings
of what is valuable, right, and good (Anderson, 2001; Cornforth, 2008) and relationship,
including the interrelationship among power, oppression, identity, and discourse (Held,
2006; Parton, 2006).
In this light, there exists the possibility of expanding codes of ethics in ways that
include alternative ideals of ethical practice informed by marginalized and contemporary
relationships and perspectives, such as Indigenous worldviews. The expansion of codes
of ethics could further develop the “ethical thinking” of therapists (Cornforth, 2008, also
see Berger & Kelly, 1993; Gray & Coates, 2012) by providing an alternative narrative
9

which constructs ethical practice as complex, wholistic, and political. Perhaps this
narrative could support therapists to resist dualistic and hierarchical constructions of
reality, such as the construction of the individual as autonomous and bounded, and the
privileging of rationality over emotion and financial gain over intrinsic values and
commitment to the wellbeing of others. Perhaps these changes could contribute to a
gradual shift in Western consciousness that allows people to experience care for and deep
relatedness and interdependency with all others.
Critical theory. Critical theory 1 is informed by postmodernism and is concerned
with critiquing and transforming society (Brown, 2012). Critical theory aims to reveal
and challenge oppressive power relations and dominant understandings of truth and
reality. It assumes subjectivity, multiplicity, particularity, and complexity of experience.
It reveals the oppressive structures and discourses that are endemic in Western society
and institutions (McLaughlin & Whatman, 2011; Pollack & Rossiter, 2010), including
the profession of social work (Pollack & Rossiter, 2010). Critical social work is
concerned with social justice and the critical analyses of power relations, including those
constructed by professional discourses (Brown, 2012), such as professional ethics and the
theories that inform our understandings of ‘good’ therapy practice.

1

According to Brown (2012), earlier critical theories were more modernist in their assumptions and have

been criticised for these assumptions. For example, feminist standpoint theory was criticised by
postmodern critical feminists for universalising women’s experience within reified gender binaries and
assuming that women, because of their social location, had access to a “truer” reality.
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Critical theory assumes that theory is necessary for its practical value, in that it
allows people to perceive and make meaning of experience. Theory can be utilised to
construct and validate worldviews and political positions that are concerned with social
justice and transforming society (Brown, 2012; Coates, Gray, & Hetherington, 2006;
Rosenau, 1992). These worldviews and positions include “feminism, environmentalism,
peace, ecology, and religion” (Griffin, 1989 in Rosenau, 1992, p. 124), Indigenous
worldviews (Coates et al., 2006; Lincoln, 2010), and critical race theory (Brown, 2012).
Critical theory and social work ethics. The above mentioned theories and
worldviews can be utilised to critically examine the assumptions that inform social work
ethics and their implications. Critical race theory, for example, reveals social work as a
Western institution developed within white, Euro-Western culture. Professional ethics is
also considered a Western institution founded on theories and rules developed by white,
Western males during the Enlightenment and Modernist eras (Bauman, 1993). Social
work ethics remain dominated by and continue to perpetuate Western assumptions and
values. It largely excludes non-Western perspectives, values, and knowledge, such as
Indigenous worldviews. Social work ethics privilege rationality and individualistic
assumptions, and does not include assumptions associated with Indigenous worldviews,
such as the existence of complex interrelationships among place, nature, spirit, and self
(Gray & Coates, 2012; Zapf, 2009).
Critical feminist theories, including anti-oppressive feminism (Brown, 2012) and
feminist ethics of care (Held, 2006) reveal that social work ethics is a gendered discourse
that perpetuates patriarchal assumptions. Social work ethics perpetuates a dichotomous
view of practice that privileges assumptions and ways of being traditionally associated
11

with masculinity, such as objectivity, rationality, and culture, over those traditionally
associated with femininity, such as relationship, emotion, and nature (Held, 2006;
Lysack, 2013).
Social workers are obliged to be cautious of totalising theories and rigid
perspectives, regardless of their merit or usefulness in advancing social justice. Social
workers can also appreciate that all theories and perspectives are understood as plural,
conditional, political, subjective, and controversial. In this light, all theories and
perspectives should be constantly scrutinised and revised in order to centre marginalized
realities and empower disadvantaged individuals and groups (Brown, 2012; Morley &
Macfarlane, 2012; Rosenau, 1993).
Conceptualizing human-nature relationships
Each of the perspectives discussed below are concerned with the interdependency
of humanity and the natural world. They challenge Western assumptions, such as
dualism, which constructs dichotomous categories of phenomena. At the same time they
emphasize different aspects of human-nature relationship and vary in their suggestions
for change.
Ecofeminism. This feminist-informed approach links social justice and
environmental issues. Ecofeminism reveals the harmful influences of modern and
patriarchal assumptions in dominant constructions of the environment. Ecofeminism puts
forward that the assumption of dualism, which dominates Western thinking, has resulted
in relational disconnection and has been used to justify the oppression of some and the
privileging of others. Dualism is related to the assumption of individualism, which
constructs people as separate and autonomous entities. Common dualisms include
12

mind/body, nature/culture, and masculine/feminine. Ecofeminism is particularly
concerned with the discourse that associates men with the mind, logic, and culture, and
women with the body, feelings, and nature. Under patriarchy all associations with
women are devalued (Curtin, 1991; Held, 2006). Because women are devalued, nature is
devalued, and both are oppressed and exploited by those in positions of relative power.
As with women, nature is seen as something to be dominated and managed. Ecofeminism
challenges these assumptions and hierarchal constructions, elevates those who have been
traditionally undervalued, and limits oppression and exploitation of the environment and
women (Berger & Kelly, 1993; Besthorn & McMillen, 2002; Curtin, 1991; Norton, 2012;
Williston, 2012).
Ecopsychology. Ecopsychology is a well-established discipline that focuses on
the relationship between nature and human thought, feeling, experience of identity, and
subjective wellbeing. Ecopsychology seeks to reconnect people to their ecological selves
by helping them to appreciate and embrace their basic evolutionary need for connection
with the natural world, both for their own sake and for the sake of the environment
(Besthorn, 2014).
There has been a great deal of research examining the mind-nature relationship.
Research in the field has demonstrated that coping mechanisms are associated with a
person’s relationship with nature. Those who use ‘positive’ strategies to manage distress
(such as mindful awareness) rather than negative strategies (such as avoidance and
apathy) are more likely to behave in environmentally responsible ways because they are
better able to remain connected to the needs of the natural world and appreciate the
potential consequences of their everyday actions (Doherty, Crompton, & Kasser, 2009).
13

Research has demonstrated that wellbeing is improved through interacting with nature
(Chalquist, 2009; Hinds & Sparks, 2009; Maller et al., 2002), and living in a less
materialistic, more peaceful, and sustainable world (Doherty et al., 2009; Kasser, 2009).
Biophilia, a critical concept in ecopsychology, assumes that humans have an
“ecological unconscious”, or an evolutionarily adaptive predisposition to feel intimate
connection with and care for the natural world (Besthorn, 2014; Doherty et al., 2009).
Biophilia has been utilized to explain the often pervasive, chronic, and vague anxiety,
grief, and emotional pain people feel. These feelings are understood to be a response to
the fundamental rupture between humans and the natural world that result from humans
suppressing their basic ecological instincts (Besthorn, 2014; Doherty et al., 2009). This
rupture is largely due to the Western assumption of dualism that dichotomizes the mind
and nature, and has increased with urbanization and technological advances that reduce
human contact with nature (Besthorn, 2014; Doherty et al., 2009).
Deep Ecology. Deep ecology emphasizes that humans are part of the natural
world, and is concerned with dismantling dominant Western ideas that separate humans
from nature. Deep ecology asserts that there needs to be a fundamental ontological and
epistemological shift in human consciousness (Besthorn, 2014; Curry, 2011; Doherty et
al., 2009). This shift would allow humans to experience a reality expanded beyond
immediate consciousness (Macy, 2009) Deep ecology seeks to facilitate people’s
experience of self in relationship to something larger and more powerful than
themselves, in particular the complex processes and relationships that occur in nature and
between people and nature (Besthorn, 2014; Doherty et al., 2009). It also seeks to extend
people’s identification with the natural world in order to care for and protect the
14

environment for the sake of future generations, and nature itself (Besthorn, 2012; Curry,
2011; Macy, 2009; Zapf, 2008). 2
Gaia theory. Gaia theory is a scientific theory developed by James Lovelock and
Lynn Margulis in the 1970s to explain global self-regulation and the existence of life on
the planet. 3 Gaia is the idea of “things acting together to regulate Earth’s climate to keep
conditions favourable for life” (Whitfield, 2005, p. 905). It posits that all organisms, both
living and non-living, form a seamless continuum of relationship, which is selfregulating and self-generating (Lovelock, 1987, 2003). The theory uses the metaphor of
“the living Earth” (Lovelock 2003); like living organisms, the Earth is a complex selfregulatory system whose wellbeing is dependent on the wellbeing of its sub-systems
(Lovelock, 1987, 2003; Midgley, 2000). This dependency is evidenced by the fact that
for thousands of years, feedback from living organisms prevented the sun from
significantly raising the Earth’s temperature so that life could continue to exist (Midgley,
2000).
Gaia theory was not well embraced by the scientific community. This is due to
several factors, including using the identity of a Greek goddess within a scientific
community whose metaphors for understanding the world have largely been associated
with male power and domination (Midgley, 2000). Dualism, in addition to constructing

2

These perspectives are also consistent with many Indigenous worldviews.

3

While Gaia theory was developed in the 1970’s by Western scientists, the understanding that the earth

and its components are interconnected and ‘alive’ has been part of Indigenous and Eastern epistemologies
for ages (Midgley, 2000).
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the separate individual, also resulted in dichotomous constructions of science and
religion (Midgley, 2000). Since Gaia requires belief in something more than can be fully
grasped by reductive scientific theories, it was considered separate from (and beneath)
the narrow domain of positivist science (Midgley, 2000).
Scholars point to the promise of Gaia thinking in light of the environmental crisis.
The adoption of Gaia thinking may help people to grasp what has been traditionally
ungraspable: the complex interdependency of self-sustaining planetary processes that
allow for life, including human life, on Earth. Gaia thinking has the potential to assist
humanity to appreciate that, in addition to their very existence, their human rights (such
as the right to water and to live in peace) depend on the wellbeing of the planet
(Lovelock, 2003; Waddock, 2011).
To summarize, modernist ideology perpetuates and maintains an individualistic
and human-centric consciousness that results in exploitative relationships with nature, the
planet, and other humans. To stem the destruction, an ecological transformation in
human consciousness is required that embraces the inherent value of nature and
humanity’s interdependence with the natural world. Social work, as a profession
committed to human wellbeing and social justice and underscored by systems theory, is
well-poised to contribute to this transformation. However, social work needs to expand
its systemic approach to include the ecology.
Ecosocialwork. Social work has largely failed to keep up with the reality that
“[h]umans currently live in an ecological age – an age marked by the rapidly increasing
human power to preserve or destroy the environment on both a local and global scale”
(Thiele, 1999, p. 26), and to recognize that the effects of environmental exploitation and
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degradation “fall disproportionately upon the most disadvantaged” (Coates & Gray,
2012, p. 230). While the environment has a prominent place in Indigenous social work
and, to a lesser extent, international social work (Zapf, 2009), mainstream 4 social work
has generally been “reluctant…to fully accept the importance of environmental issues”
(Gray & Coates, 2012, p. 231; also see Zapf, 2009). Mainstream social work, as informed
by the metaphor of person-in-environment 5, is criticised for its narrow interpretation of
“environment” (for example, Besthorn, 2002b, 2014; Kemp, 2011; Norton, 2012; Ungar,
2002; Zapf, 2009) and its exclusion of the natural environment: “professional practice
and education have placed much more emphasis on the personal side of this duality, at

4

Authors such as Zapf (2009) and Munford and Sanders (2011) utilise “mainstream social work” to

distinguish it from Indigenous social work. Zapf (2009) also distinguishes mainstream social work from
international social work.
5

In the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, there was a theoretical shift in the helping professions. This shift

involved the rise of systems theory. Systems theory played a significant role in expanding the practice of
helping professionals. At the time, systems theory was a new epistemology; it was a way of thinking that
revealed a relational reality. It revealed the influence of complex social factors in individual experience, the
interconnection between the parts of a unified whole, and the interdependence between the whole and its
parts. A ‘unified whole’ included a wide range of phenomena such as individuals and social groups
(Boston, 2000; McConaghy & Cottone, 1998). Systems theory also revealed humanity’s relationship with
the natural environment and was used to explain the synergy of the entire biosphere - the interrelationship
between everything on earth (Lovelock, 1987). Social work utilized systems theory in the development of
an ecological approach to practice. Ecological social work allowed social workers to conceptualize the
individual in a more wholistic manner, specifically as a person-in-environment (Payne, 2002; Ungar,
2002).
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the expense of environmental issues” (Zapf, 2008, p. 174). According to Zapf (2008),
social work’s “knowledge base provides many more categories for understanding people
than environments” (p. 124). It has “prevented the profession’s capacity to engage
critically in response to a deteriorating natural environment and its catastrophic impact
on clients’ lives and the health of the planet” (Besthorn, 2014, p. 202). Social work’s
slowness to integrate human-nature relationships and larger socio-political issues is
perplexing, given its values and commitments, and systemic underpinnings, which allow
individuals to be understood in a more wholistic manner, specifically as a person-inenvironment (Payne, 2002; Ungar, 2002). According to Coates and Gray (2012)
mainstream social work has been “reluctant…to fully accept the importance of
environmental issues” (p. 231; also see Besthorn, 2002a; Kemp, 2011; Zapf, 2009), and
has largely omitted humanity’s interdependency with nature (Besthorn, 2002a; Zapf,
2008), complex sociopolitical issues, such as those associated with globalisation (Hoff &
Polack, 1993) and the needs and rights of future generations (Suzuki et al., 2007).
One explanation of this phenomenon is the continued dominance of modernist
assumptions in social work (Besthorn, 2012; Boetto, 2017; Coates et al., 2006; Gray &
Coates, 2015) and in social work codes of ethics which according to Bell (2012),
contradict the profession’s values and commitments. Social work ethics legitimate and
perpetuate particular understandings of ethical practice. The modernist assumptions that
inform social work ethics privilege individuality, rationality, and the social world;
reference to the natural environment is either non-existent or perfunctory. In mainstream
discourse the concept of “environment’ has largely come to mean a person’s immediate
interpersonal relationships, such as familial relationships, immediate socio-political
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context (Ungar, 2002), or individual socio-economic status (Ungar, 2002). Social work is
not alone; modernism shaped and continues to dominate other disciplines, and many are
now struggling to respond ad hoc to the global climate crisis (Leduc, 2009/2010; also see
Victor, 2010 in relation to ecological economics).
A second explanation is that the increasing influence of neoliberalism on social
work practice (see Coates & Gray, 2012; Pollack & Rossiter, 2010) has taken the notion
of individuality to a new extreme not seen in the previous liberal discourse (Coates,
2004). Social work is under increasing pressure to conform to values and assumptions
associated with the market economy. These assumptions include consumerist notions of
happiness and extreme levels of individualism not seen in the modernist discourse
(Pollack & Rossiter, 2010). The ideology has permeated other realms, such as education
(see Petersen & Davies 2010), psychology (see Binkly, 2011), and public health (see
Ayo, 2012). Even the environmental movement has been infiltrated by neoliberalism
(Derby, Piersol, & Blenkinsop 2015, Hutchings, & La Salle, 2016, Leduc, 2009/2010;
Lukacs, 2017; Swaffield, 2017), which has succeeded in downloading ‘solutions’ to the
environmental crisis onto individuals while promoting green-consumerism to keep
people engaged in, and feel good about, the very practices that are destroying the planet
(Krieg, 2008).
Ecosocialwork integrates concepts from deep ecology (Besthorn, 2012),
ecopsychology (Besthorn, 2014), ecofeminism (Besthorn & McMillen, 2002; Norton,
2012), and Gaia (Gray, Coates, & Hetherington, 2013; Mosher, 2010) an attempt to
integrate a professional response to global climate change (Besthorn, 2002b; Boetto,
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2017; Gray & Coates, 2015; Zapf, 2009) and to contribute to an ecological shift in
practice, education, and training.
Ecological wellbeing. Social work is committed to promoting human wellbeing
and there is a growing body of theoretical and empirical research that demonstrates the
connection between wellbeing and human-nature relationships (see Besthorn & Saleebey,
2003; Capaldi, Passmore, Nisbet, Zelenski, & Dopko, 2015; Chalquist, 2009; Greenleaf,
Bryant, & Pollock, 2014; Heinsch, 2012; Hinds & Sparks, 2009; Hoff & Polack, 1993;
Kamitsis & Simmonds, 2017; Maller et al., 2002; Nurse, Basher, Bone, & Bird, 2010;
Ziegler, 2009). Reviews of the literature on the relationships between human wellbeing
and nature connection have been performed by Capaldi et al. (2015), Chalquist (2009),
Maller et al. (2002), and Norton (2012). A meta-analysis of studies examining the
relationship between people’s happiness and nature connection found that those who are
more connected to nature tended to experience more positive affect, vitality, and life
satisfaction compared to those less connected to nature (Capaldi et al., 2015). Maller, et
al. (2002) concluded that facilitating people’s relationship with nature has “enormous
untapped wellbeing potential” (p. 21) because it provides people with an opportunity to
experience their wellbeing holistically 6.

6

Maller et al. (2002) use the term “holistic”. However, Mosher (2010) utilizes “wholistic” and describes it

as a paradigm based on “interdependence, partnership, sharing of power, use of strengths, respect for
nature, and the belief in the unity of all things.” (p. 106). The concept embraces complexity and is inclusive
of spirituality, intuitive and emotional knowledge, and justice (Mosher, 2010). I will utilize this term
henceforth because Mosher’s definition reflects many of the themes discussed in this dissertation.
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Wholistic understandings of wellbeing recognize that it is a complex
multidimensional and relational experience within and among cognitive, emotional,
physical, spiritual, social, and environmental realms (Maller et al., 2002; Yeh et al,
2004). A wholistic approach recognizes that human wellbeing is strengthened by
complex factors, including relationships with the natural world (Hoff & Polack, 1993;
Suzuki et al., 2007; Ziegler, 2009) and the wellbeing of others (Held, 2006).
Direct and indirect connection with nature can improve one’s wellbeing
(Chalquist, 2009; Heinsch, 2012). Research shows that direct contact with nature, such as
spending time in parks, strengthens a person’s ability to manage stress (Ingulli &
Lindbloom, 2013; Maller et al., 2002; Strife & Downey, 2009), reduces anxiety (Martyn
& Brymer, 2016), improves mood (Sato & Conner, 2013; Strife & Downey, 2009), and
improves physical wellbeing (Reese, Lewis, Myers, Wahesh, & Iversen, 2014). Caring
for nature, including tending gardens and nurturing animals, cultivates a sense of peace
and tranquility in the caregiver, and contributes to their physical and mental wellbeing
(Clatworthy, Hinds, & Camic, 2013; Vining, Merrick, & Price, 2008; also see Held 2006
and Maller et al., 2002).
Indoor spaces that incorporate nature also positively impacts wellbeing. Being
able to look at images of nature and being near indoor plants has been shown to reduce
psychological and physiological stress (Keniger, Gaston, Irvine, & Fuller, 2013). An
early study examining recovery rates of patients who underwent gall bladder surgery
found that those with a natural view recovered faster, spent less time in hospital, had
better evaluation from nurses, required fewer painkillers, and had less postoperative
complications compared to those who viewed an urban scene (Ulrich, 1984).
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Research shows that when people hold ecological values they are more likely to
experience higher levels of wellbeing (Brown & Kasser, 2005) and engage in
environmentally responsible behaviours (Brown & Kasser, 2005; Tanner, 2009), such as
living less materialistic and more environmentally sustainable lifestyles. Of course,
human wellbeing, and ultimate survival, is dependent on a healthy planet, which is our
“common source” (Leduc, 2016) and a universal reality (Gray & Coates, 2012; Suzuki et
al., 2007)
Eco-spirituality. Eco-spirituality “refers to…a broader sense of humans’ place
within something ineffably larger than ourselves” (Jones, 2013, p. 222). It is ultimately a
moral stance about what is right and wrong, good and bad, and what is known and
believed to exist (Carlson, Erickson, & Seewald-Marquardt, 2002). Eco-spirituality
connects people to the complex relationships that lie beyond what is immediately
perceived and can be fully understood, including complex processes within the natural
world and the consequences of actions for all others (Besthorn et al., 2010; Coates et al.,
2006; Suzuki et al., 2007; Zapf, 2008).
Eco-spirituality in social work expands the professions’ foundational concept of
“[p]erson-in-environment…to assume an interdependence and relatedness of all life,
connectedness with nature, and the importance of place” (Coates et al., 2006, p. 15).
These assumptions allow for more wholistic social work practice (Besthorn, 2014;
Coates et al., 2006) and better accommodate diversity, relational knowledge, and
approaches to healing associated with Indigenous communities and other relational
cultures (Coates et al., 2006).
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Social work practice that integrates eco-spirituality can help deepen people’s
relationships with nature, themselves, and other humans (Besthorn et al., 2010). Social
workers who appreciate the importance of spirituality in people’s wellbeing and who aim
to cultivate people’s care for the Earth must have skills that allow them to connect to
expanded elements of reality and resist social pressures to conflate wellbeing with
material gain (Lysack, 2012). Eco-spirituality can support social workers to better
address social justice issues because it expands beyond individual rights to include
individual and collective responsibility for vulnerable others (Besthorn et al., 2010;
Coates et al., 2006; Lysack, 2012).
Ecological justice. There is overwhelming evidence that the effects of
environmental exploitation and degradation “fall disproportionately upon the most
disadvantaged” (Gray & Coates, 2012, p. 230). Hazardous waste sites, incinerators, and
polluting industries have been intentionally placed close to or within communities largely
inhabited by low-income people and people of colour, including people of African
descent and Aboriginal peoples (Raed, Dearborn, & McCoy, 2010). Dhillon and Young
(2010) present a review of the research examining the environmental racism experienced
by First Nations people in Canada. The authors report that many First Nations reserves
lack access to clean potable water as a result of shallow wells and inadequate or
nonexistent sewage treatment. Instances of environmental racism can be found in urban
settings as well. In urban settings, people with lower incomes and lower education are
more likely to live in high traffic areas, which have higher levels of toxic emissions, than
upper income and education groups (Buzzelli, 2008).
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The rights of current and future generations to a clean, healthy, and safe physical
environment are increasingly viewed as interconnected with social justice. While social
justice has historically been associated with human rights and wellbeing, more recent
iterations of social justice have expanded beyond the fair distribution of wealth to include
equity in living standards and access to knowledge, and the right to live in a safe and
healthy physical environment (United Nations, 2006). A United Nations report (2006)
challenged the emphasis of unbridled economic growth, which has dominated recent
social justice discourse, suggesting that economic growth should not be pursued at the
cost of the wellbeing of the planet. According to the report:
Social justice may be broadly understood as the fair and compassionate
distribution of the fruits of economic growth; however, it is necessary to attach
some important qualifiers to this statement. Currently, maximizing growth
appears to be the primary objective, but it is also essential to ensure that growth is
sustainable, that the integrity of the natural environment is respected, that the use
of non-renewable resources is rationalized, and that future generations are able to
enjoy a beautiful and hospitable Earth. The conception of social justice must
integrate these dimensions, starting with the right of all human beings to benefit
from a safe and pleasant environment; this entails the fair distribution among
countries and social groups of the cost of protecting the environment and of
developing safe technologies for production and safe products for consumption.
Two of the greatest indicators of progress during the past century are the
increased equality of men and women and the growing recognition that human
beings are both guests and custodians of the planet Earth. Unfortunately, little has
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been done to apply this enhanced environmental consciousness on the
ground…Social justice will only flourish if environmental preservation and
sustainable development constitute an integral part of growth strategies now and
in the future. (p. 7)
Ecological justice extends these ideas of interconnection between social and
environmental justice (Curry, 2011; Miller, Hayward, & Shaw, 2012) to include the
recognition that the human social world “does not operate in a silo separate from the rest
of nature. The human world is not the main focus but, instead, is an inextricable part of
the Earth and natural realm” (Miller, Hayward, & Shaw, 2012, p. 271).
According to Bell (2012) “[t]he human rights foundation of social work
emphasises the need for foundational assumptions about wholeness, interdependence,
interconnectedness, diversity and broader community context to be reinforced” (p. 420).
Social workers should strive to resist constant pressures to view the world as
compartments and humans as independent from, and superior to, nature.
Social Work Ethics
Social work ethics are meant to convey a clear message that helping professionals
should behave ethically (Banks & Gallagher, 2009). They communicate that social
workers are expected to practice in accordance with ethical standards on behalf of others,
including clients, the public, and their profession (Banks & Gallagher, 2009). These
ethical standards are encapsulated in codes of ethics, which are sets of principles, rules,
and standards for a profession that may contain statements of value and aspiration, as
well as ideas about desirable characteristics of the professional (Banks, 2004). Codes of
ethics have been praised for providing a framework and language with which to discuss
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issues of morality, guide the conduct of helping professionals, express professional
values, and socialise these values within the profession (Birrell, 2006). According to
Clark (1999), codes of ethics share the same “function of the lighthouse: to serve as a
point of reference and warning of danger, but not to work out one's course or one's
destination” (p. 259).
Criticisms of dominant professional ethics. Dominant codes of ethics have
been criticised as insufficient guides for everyday practice. They are informed by
modernist assumptions that assume a dichotomous, objective, and singular reality and
knowable Truth (Austin, Lemermeyer, Goldberg, Bergum, & Johnson, 2005; Banks &
Gallagher, 2009; Bauman, 1993; Gergen, 2001; McBeath & Webb, 2002). These
assumptions generally fail to account for the pluralism and complexity of everyday life
(Banks & Gallagher, 2009; Bauman, 1993; Gergen, 2001; McBeath & Webb, 2002).
Dominant professional ethics are criticised for their general failure to include or
adequately represent the perspectives of those whose lives are impacted by practice
decisions, both in the present and future (Cornforth, 2008; Thiele, 1999). Professional
ethics remain generally uninformed by the perspectives and experiences of helping
professionals, which is often relational, complex, nuanced (Clifford & Burke, 2004; Fine
& Teram, 2009), emotional, intuitive (Birrell, 2006; Held, 2006; Lysack, 2013), and
uncertain (Fine & Teram, 2009; McBeath & Webb, 2002; Rossiter, 2011; Southern,
Smith, & Oliver, 2005). Incorporating the perspectives and practice experiences of
practitioners into dominant codes of ethics may help to make them be more relevant
guides for everyday ethical practice (Prilleltensky, Walsh-Bowers, & Rossiter, 1999).
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Dominant professional ethics also largely fail to adequately account for the
complex webs of relationships that impact practice. According to Thiele (1999),
professional ethics may be thought of as providing a narrative that “valorize[s] certain
relationships and actions while depreciating others” (p. 8), and values humans over
nature and individuality over communality. They can be contrasted to alternative codes
of ethics, which pay relatively substantial attention to power relations between dominant
and marginalized groups, and the role of dominant systems in perpetuating oppression. I
am currently aware of 4 codes of ethics that offer alternative perspectives on ethical
practice. These are Mullaly (2006) “Code of Ethics for Progressive Social Workers”,
“The Feminist Therapy Code of Ethics” (Feminist Therapy Institute, 1990), Berger and
Kelly's (1993) “Ecological Credo for Social Workers”, and the Australian Association of
Social Workers Code of Ethics (AASW, 2010, also see Bowles, Boetto, Jones, &
McKinnon, 2016 and McKinnon, 2008). The latter 2 acknowledge the importance of the
environment; the AASW Code of Ethics communicates humanity’s interdependency with
the environment and, in addition to this, Berger and Kelly's (1993) Ecological Credo
acknowledges the complexity and intrinsic value of the Earth’s biosphere and social
work’s responsibility for promoting harmonious relationships with nature.
Ecological understandings of ethical relationships reveal the limitations of
dominant professional ethics in guiding contemporary ethical practice. Dominant codes
of ethics based on the duties professionals have toward other humans fail to “extend the
concept of respectful relationship to beyond the human” (Cornforth, 2008, p. 150). This
is illustrated in the Canadian Social Work Code of Ethics (CASW, 2005a), which makes
brief and perfunctory mention of the ‘environment’. The statement reads: “Social
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workers promote social development and environmental management in the interests of
all people”. In addition to being perfunctory, it is unclear whether ‘environment’ refers to
the social or natural environment. The use of the word ‘management’ denotes a
conservative stance informed by the assumption of dualism, as well as the patriarchal
logic of domination, which assumes the superiority of some over others. This stance is
inconsistent with a critical approach to understanding relationships purported to be
fundamental in social work.
Despite these criticisms, most scholars do not suggest that dominant codes of
ethics be done away with. Many scholars do suggest that professional ethics should
account for the reality that helping professionals are influenced by complex interrelated
factors that go beyond modernist and patriarchal assumptions that privilege objectivity,
rationality, universality, individuality, and linear conceptions of reality (Birrell, 2006;
Fernhoff, 2001; Held, 2006; McBeath & Webb, 2002).
As well, scholars suggest that, given the environmental crisis and the influence of
modernism and neoliberalism that is wreaking havoc on our planet and its most
vulnerable members (Klein, 2014), professional ethics need to expand beyond liberal
humanist (and increasingly neo-liberal) values and assumptions in order to better address
contemporary issues associated with ecological wellbeing and justice (Coates & Gray,
2012; Molyneux, 2010; Mullaly, 2006; Pollack & Rossiter, 2010).
Ecological ethics for social work. Ecological ethics is a relatively new
“philosophically pluralistic, interdisciplinary, and integrative practical ethical approach”
(Minteer & Collins, 2005, p. 335). It is an approach to understanding humanity’s
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relationship with the natural world, “situates [humans] within interdependent social and
biological relationships”, and provides an alternative narrative about what it means to
behave ethically (Thiele, 1999, p. 34). 7 Humans are assumed to be an inherent part of the
natural world and, at the same time, separate from it. In other words, humans are
mammals who require the same conditions for life as other living beings on Earth.
However, humans also have the capacity to experience themselves in relation to the
natural world and to make decisions about how to behave toward it. Humans are able to
interpret and assign meaning to the natural world through the use of narrative and
metaphor. Humans have the capacity to empathise and take perspective, and to act for the
good of others, in addition to themselves (Curry, 2011; Gray & Coates, 2012; Suzuki et
al., 2007; Thiele, 1999; Ungar, 2002).
Ecological ethics has the potential to help mainstream social work to better
address contemporary social and environmental realities and relationships. Ecological
ethics expands meanings of client wellbeing and the possible ways of promoting it. An
ecologically ethical practice has the potential to assist social workers to better address
social justice (Berger & Kelly, 1993; Besthorn & McMillen, 2002; Cornforth, 2008;
Lovelock, 2003; Nesmith & Smyth, 2015) by revealing the systems of power that are

7

The distinction between the terms “ecological ethics” and “environmental ethics” is not always obvious in

the literature, as they are sometimes used interchangeably. However, some scholars have explicitly
differentiated the two approaches. Minteer and Collins (2005) put forward that ecological ethics is a
practical ethical approach designed to guide the conduct of professionals. Ecological ethics is informed by
environmental ethics, which is more theoretical and abstract.
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used to create and perpetuate the marginalization of others. Ecological ethics puts
forward that ethical practice requires practitioners to appreciate the connection between
social and environmental issues and to promote socially and environmentally just
relationships (Doherty & Clayton, 2011; Gray & Coates, 2012). In addition, the adoption
of ecological ethics by social work can assist practitioners to navigate other social justice
issues not directly related to environmental issues. Practitioners guided by the
assumption of a continuous existence among all things can more fully appreciate and
challenge dominant discourses that perpetuate dichotomous and hierarchal constructions
of sexual orientation (Anderlini-D’Onofrio, 2011) and gender (Besthorn & McMillen,
2002). As well, ecological ethics can assist practitioners to better navigate social
sustainability issues, such as the allocation of scarce wellbeing resources (Hugman
2005).
Adopting ecological considerations will expand the ethical vocabulary of
practitioners, enabling them to appreciate and navigate the complex interrelationships
that impact clients’ immediate and long-term wellbeing in their everyday practice
(Doherty & Clayton, 2011; Hugman, 2005). The inclusion of ecological ethics into
everyday practice will help address the complex effects of the environmental crisis and
contribute to sustaining life (Cornforth, 2008; Doherty & Clayton, 2011).
Despite this attention, ecological ethics remains largely absent in the literature on
professional ethics for social work and the helping professions, in general. This is a
troubling state of affairs given the environmental crisis, complex understandings of ethics
and relationships, and the wide-spread recognition that human wellbeing depends on the
wellbeing of the natural world. Fortunately, scholars are discussing the usefulness, as
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well as the necessity, of incorporating ecological ethics into social work ethics (e.g. Gray
& Coates, 2012; Hugman, 2005).
A complementary approach to dominant professional ethics. We do not require
a radical transformation of our codes of ethics to accommodate ecological ethics.
Ecological ethics extends consequentialism by deeming relevant the consequences that
professional decisions have for nonhumans, distant others, and future generations
(Cornforth, 2008; Hugman, 2005). Ecological ethics also extends deontology by
constructing the natural world as having value in itself. It puts forward that people have a
duty to treat the environment with respect and to consider its right to exist when making
ethical decisions (Curry, 2011; Hugman, 2005; Tanner, 2009; Thiele, 1999). According
to Cornforth (2008), a rare example of this can be found in the core values of the
Australian Counselling Association’s official research publication, which requires its
members to uphold the value of “respect for ecosystems including planetary [and] local
environments” (ACA, n.d. cited in Cornforth, 2008). As well, the Canadian Association
of Social Work Guidelines for Ethical Practice (CASW, 2005b) and under the principle
of “Ethical responsibilities to Society” states that social workers are supposed to
“[a]dvocate for the environment”;“[s]ocial workers endeavour to advocate for a clean and
healthy environment and advocate for the development of environmental strategies
consistent with social work principles and practices” (p. 25). According to scholars such
as Berger and Kelly (1993) and Gray and Coates (2012), social work would benefit from
incorporating understandings about ethical relationships found in ecological ethics.
Ecological ethics would help the mainstream profession to broaden social
workers’ understandings of ‘good’ practice beyond white Western ideals to more fully
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include diverse and pluralistic values and perspectives, such as those traditionally
associated with women (Cornforth, 2008; Pollack & Rossiter, 2010) and Indigenous
communities (Briskman, 2001; Coates et al., 2006; Hill, 2014). Strengthening these
values and perspectives within mainstream social work can support social workers, who
are agents of change, to communicate and cultivate ecological understandings, values,
and practices in their work with clients (Besthorn et al., 2010; Boetto, 2017; Gray &
Coates, 2012). Social workers can help transform the narrowing of reality and the
categorization and relative valuing of phenomena perpetuated by dominant
understandings of ethical relationships and practices (Chambon, Irving, & Epstein, 1999;
Cornforth, 2008; Gray et al., 2013; Peeters, 2012). These shifts can contribute to a larger
social ethic that “extend[s] the concept of respectful relationship to beyond the human”
to include the natural world (Cornforth, 2008, p. 150).
Ethical therapy practice needs to address climate change (Cornforth, 2008) and
help foster connections with nature (Besthorn, 2002b). This will expand the “ethical
vocabulary” of social work therapists (Hugman, 2005), enabling them to appreciate and
navigate the complex interrelationships that affect their practice and their clients’
immediate and long-term wellbeing. Cornforth (2008) suggests that if the therapy
professions embraced a new relational discourse founded on “enviro-constructionism”:
…our stories of who we are would not be co-constructed solely from our
relationships with others, but from: our inter-relationship with the natural world;
the places and spaces we occupy; landscapes that have influenced us, and which
we have influenced; the species with which we daily interact; the reciprocal
nurturing in which we are engaged; the forms of communication, including and
32

beyond the human, entered into; emotional and metaphorical connections; ongoing attention to an ethic of respect that includes respect towards, and care for,
the land and non-human species. (p. 151)
Ecological ethics can help social work therapists approach their work with more
cultural sensitivity (Coates et al., 2006; Cornforth, 2008) and navigate social justice
issues that are not directly related to environmental issues, per se. Therapists guided by
the assumption of a continuous existence among all things can more fully appreciate and
challenge dominant discourses that dichotomise and differentially value phenomena,
such as mind over body (Park, 1996), male over female (Held, 2006), and heterosexuality
over homosexuality (Anderlini-D’Onofrio, 2011). Ecological ethics can support helping
professionals to consider social sustainability issues, such as the allocation of scarce
wellbeing resources, with more nuance and complexity (Hugman, 2005). Ecological
ethics allows us to reconsider our approach to justice and equity by requiring that the
rights of distant others and future generations be considered when developing policies
and constructing meanings of ‘good’ social work practice (Hugman, 2005). On a practice
level, it is possible that therapists informed by ecological ethics will have expanded
understandings of valid topics for therapy. These therapists may be more inclined to
inquire about the values their clients hold dear and, if relevant, to render visible the
consumerist values that undergird their decisions and practices that are sources of distress
(such as working longer hours in order to afford to pay for status goods).
According to Besthorn (2012), “the [social work] profession is neither
conceptually nor ethically prepared to meet this compelling reality [of climate change]”
(p. 255). He warns that “without significant transition towards understanding their deeper
33

connection with the natural world, humans may be moving precipitously to their eventual
extinction” (p. 255). Social work “has the choice of continuing to support a self-defeating
social order or recreating itself to work toward a just and sustainable society” (Coates,
2003 cited in Zapf, 2010, p. 40).
Embracing ecological ethics can help social work become more responsive to its
context and broaden its ethical mandate to include nature and the physical environment,
find a balance between the “pragmatic call of meeting human needs in the social
environment while also working to shift the artificial separation of the social and natural
environments in its person-in environment paradigm” (Coates & Gray, 2012, p. 234), and
answer the growing calls for social work to update its paradigms to be capable of
accommodating concepts of interconnection, interdependence, wholistic wellbeing,
relational values and knowledge, ecological justice, complexity and uncertainty, and
nature-human connection. Despite the promise, ecological ethics is largely absent in the
literature on professional ethics for the helping professions (Hugman, 2005) and social
work (Coates & Gray, 2012). This is a troubling state of affairs given the environmental
crisis, relational understandings of ethics, and the widespread recognition that human
wellbeing and social justice depend on the natural world. Expanding our knowledge of
ecological ethics will help to inform contemporary social work ethics, on theoretical and
practice levels.
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Chapter 2
Methodology
Research Purpose and Aims
As professionals committed to social justice and systemic practice, social workers
require support to navigate the nuances and relational complexity of current practice
contexts, including the effect of climate change on clients, distant others, and future
generations. As discussed, many scholars call for contemporary social work practice to
be informed by an expanded ethic, inclusive of the ecology and complex interdependent
relationships, wherein the profession considers, cares for, and acts responsibly in
response to emerging global environmental and sociopolitical realities. Emerging from
these academic considerations I explored the following research questions:
1) What does ethical ecological therapy practice mean from the perspectives of
ecologically-informed practitioners?
2) What can social work learn from ecological ethics that could potentially inform
social work codes of ethics?
Due to the exploratory nature of these research questions a qualitative research approach
was utilised.
Qualitative Research Design
Qualitative approaches to research are situated and interpretive, assume the
subjectivity of the researcher, and are concerned with revealing complex aspects of
experience, including those rendered invisible or invalid by dominant discourse (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2008; Lincoln, 2010). The research questions have not yet been empirically
studied and qualitative research allows for exploration of topics that are not well35

understood (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Lincoln, 2010). Qualitative methodology assumes
that research is a value-laden and political activity concerned with expanding what is
known and believed to exist through exploration of experience (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008;
Lincoln, 2010), which is consistent with the critical and postmodern foundations of this
study. The methodology is also consistent with the aims of this study: to contribute to the
discourse about professional ethics from the perspectives of practitioners, and to expand
and generate new understandings of ethical social work practice to include ecological
relationships, worldviews, and practices in order to contribute to a more inclusive,
“caring and just society” (Gergen, Josselson, & Freeman, 2015) and improve the
wellbeing of all.
Constructivist Grounded Theory. Constructivist grounded theory is an
emergent methodology concerned with generating understandings of phenomena situated
in the actual experiences of individuals (Charmaz, 2006; Prilleltensky et al., 1999). The
method emphasises that data must be understood within participants’ relational contexts
since these relationships influence both data creation and data analysis. In addition,
constructivist grounded theory assumes that qualitative research can only partially
illuminate some of the multiple realities that exist. The realities constructed by, and
revealed through, research are influenced by multiple interrelated factors, including
interactions between researchers and participants, researcher subjectivity, and research
biases in sampling, data gathering and analysis (Charmaz, 2006).
Assuming that research is subjective, inherently a constructive endeavor, means
that constructivist grounded theory can be utilised to reveal implicit and marginalized
experiences, assumptions, worldviews, meanings, commitments, values, relationships,
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and ways of being. In addition, this approach to research can be used to bridge microand macro-levels of reality by recognizing that conversations among participants and
researchers are located within larger social processes, such as discourse and particular
institutional contexts (Charmaz, 2006). These assumptions are consistent with the
philosophical assumptions of this study: that local meanings of ethical practice are
influenced by multi-leveled and interconnected processes, contexts, and understandings,
including ethical and professional discourses.
Data Collection – Phase 1 - Individual Interviews
The first phase of data collection, and primary collection method, was a set of
individual interviews with ecologically-informed therapists. (Phase 2 involved focus
group sessions to gather social workers’ feedback on the analysed data from phase 1,
which is presented below).
Participant recruitment. Individual interview participants were selected using
purposive and convenience sampling (Rubin & Babbie, 2008). Initial investigation of
available and self-identifying ecologically-informed therapists revealed that the sample
size within social work was too small. To obtain a sufficient sample, the study needed to
include therapists from other, closely related disciplines, including psychology and
marriage and family therapy. Initial investigation also revealed that many potential
ecologically-informed therapists were resident outside of Ontario and Canada,
necessitating remote interviews.
Recruitment was through the Ontario Association of Social Workers (OASW),
and referrals from key contacts, through undertaking an Internet search of self-identified
psychotherapists who indicated in the public domain (i.e., on their professional website
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or through publications) that they practice ecologically-informed therapy. These contacts
included Canadian, British and US leaders in ecologically-informed therapy who shared
information about this study with their colleagues.
A recruitment letter was sent via OASW, key contacts, and to associations and
organizations dedicated to ecologically-informed practice. This letter introduced the
study, invited qualified participants, and provided my contact information (see Appendix
B). Qualifications for prospective participants included those who a) belong to a
professional group that identifies with ecological practice, for example, the International
Association for Ecotherapy, the Global Alliance for a Deep-Ecological Social Work, or
the Environmental Social Work Network; or b) practitioners referred by key contacts
who do not belong to a professional group yet practice from an ecological perspective; or
c) OASW members who self-identify as practitioners of ecologically-informed therapy,
and have made published or other public contributions to the ecological therapy field. All
eligible participants were required to have one year of ecologically-informed therapy
practice, to ensure sufficient experiences to draw upon.
Thirteen participants were recruited. Recommended sample sizes for obtaining
theoretical saturation ranges from 6 to 50 participants, with 12 being considered adequate
to a study of shared perspectives and experiences amongst relatively homogenous
participants (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). This is consistent with the present study,
where very little new data emerged after the tenth interview.
Participants. Participants were 25 to 67 years of age (M = 49.7 years). Ten
identified as female, 1 as androgynous, and 2 as male. In relation to socio-cultural
background, 1 identified as Indian, 3 as having First Nations/Indigenous and
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White/Caucasian heritage, 1 as European, Jewish, and Mexican, and 8 as Caucasian or
European. Geographically, 6 participants resided in the United States, 1 in England, and
6 in Canada. The 6 Canadian resident participants are social workers. Eleven participants
were born in their country of residence, and 2 were born in Europe and had moved to
their country of residence during childhood. Years of professional experience ranged
from 3 to 40 years (M = 20.1 years), and years of ecologically-informed practise ranged
from 3 to 25 years (M = 11.9 years). In regards to education, 1 participant had a PhD, 11
had Master’s degrees, and 1 had obtained Bachelor’s degrees. All degrees were in
therapy-related fields (see Appendix K for full demographic details).
Individual interviews. Participants were individually interviewed to learn their
perspectives on the meaning of ecological ethics. Individual interviews are consistent
with the assumptions and aim of this study. Individual interviews allow for in-depth
exploration of the research topic through eliciting rich information about participants’
experience and perspectives. From a social constructionist perspective, individual
interviews may be thought of as encounters between researcher and participant that result
in co-constructed data informed by both individuals. Individual interviews allow for
flexibility by creating space for the researcher to request details and examples,
clarification, and explanations from participants about their experiences (Charmaz,
2006).
All but one of the individual interview participants lived far distances from me,
which necessitated remote interviewing. While thought to impede rapport, non-verbal
communication and situational awareness between researcher and participants, remote
interviewing is increasingly recognized as equally effective as, or preferable to, face-to39

face interviews in particular contexts (see Holt, 2010; Stephens, 2007). Telephone
interviewing, which was utilized in the present study, allows researchers to include vital
but distant participants, improve sample size, and increase participant diversity
(Stephens, 2007). It provides scheduling flexibility which improves response and
participation rates (Holt, 2010; Stephens, 2007). In addition, reduced contextual and
nonverbal communication is often compensated with an increase in the verbalization of
ideas, feelings, and other non-verbal data (Holt, 2010).
To improve rapport, in the absence of face-to-face non-verbal communication,
explicit discussions about similarities and differences between the interviewer and
participant are used to establish interpersonal context, and to address differences in
positioning and power. At the beginning of each interview I situated myself by providing
a brief description of myself as both an academic and therapist who deeply cares about
the natural environment and has struggled with integrating these issues into my practice.
I also used prompts, verbally supportive gestures, and paraphrasing in order to facilitate
participants’ responses and to communicate to participants that I was present, attentive,
and comprehending what they said (see Holt, 2010). The physical features of
participants’ practice contexts is an important element of ecologically-informed therapy
(Chalquist, 2009), and participants were asked to describe their practice space.
The first set of semi-structured individual interviews lasted for 1 to 1.5 hours (see
Appendix F). A semi-structured format was selected to help ensure that research
questions were addressed while allowing space for participants to respond freely to the
questions. The interview guide was developed with Dr. Marshall Fine at Wilfrid Laurier
University. Questions were open-ended in order to gather rich data. The guide included
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probes to elicit more detailed or clarifying information from participants and to elaborate
on emerging themes or data gaps. In addition, I utilized the interview guide as an
evolving instrument and added items to it after the interview with the second participant
(see Appendix G). These decisions were made possible by analysing the data as it was
gathered and then making decisions about the topics I thought were important to pursue
in subsequent interviews (Charmaz, 2006).
At the beginning of each interview, I reviewed the purpose of the study, inquired
about and addressed participants’ questions, and obtained verbal consent for those who
had not emailed the signed consent form to me (see Appendix D). To remain consistent
with the critical theory and postmodern assumptions of the study and to assist with
developing rapport, I located myself within the study by sharing my interest in the topic
and giving a brief background of my professional experiences and affiliations. I asked
participants about their demographic background and their reasons for becoming an
ecologically-informed therapist. The remainder of the interview consisted of questions
about their ethical practice, including their perspectives on social justice, environmental
justice, and professional codes of ethics. Probes were utilised to help participants expand
on statements they made and to check with them about whether my understandings of
what they said matched their understandings of what they said. At the conclusion of the
interviews all participants confirmed their willingness to participate in a second
interview. Transcripts and/or the summary of themes from the first interview were sent to
those participants who requested them.
During the analysis, which was ongoing, I began to feel curiosity about the
degree to which my emerging understanding matched participant’s understandings of
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what they said about their ecological ethics. At this point I decided to conduct a second
set of interviews for the purpose of checking the extent to which my understandings of
what participants said matched their understandings and providing them with an
opportunity to correct my understandings, and asking participants to clarify or expand on
particular comments they had made. All 13 participants were contacted for second
interviews and were informed of the purpose of the interview. Ten participants agreed to
a second interview.
At the beginning of the second interview, I reminded participants about the
purpose of the interview and shared the dilemma of trying to capture the complexity of
what they said in manageable ways while not losing nuance. I then shared a summary of
themes that emerged from the first interview and asked participants for their feedback
about the extent to which these matched their understandings of what they said about
their ecological ethics. I also invited participants to revise, add to, and correct the
information I shared. Interviews lasted between 35 and 60 minutes. All of the second
interviews took place over the phone. The interviews were digitally recorded and
transcribed (see Appendix J).
Data Collection - Phase 2 – Focus Group Interviews
Focus group interviews with 8 social workers were conducted to obtain feedback
about Phase 1 findings and to learn about their perspectives on the potential usefulness of
ecological ethics for social work codes of ethics.
Focus group research is a well-accepted approach for gathering qualitative data
(see Hollander, 2004; Smithson, 2000; Warr, 2005) and complements individual
interviews. It is useful for learning about the complex experiences and perspectives of
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members of a particular social group, especially when these perspectives have been
underrepresented or are missing from dominant discourses. The method can help reduce
isolation and empower participants; “A particular strength of the methodology is the
possibility for research participants to develop ideas collectively, bringing forward their
own priorities and perspectives” (Smithson, 2000, p. 116). Given that decisions about
ethical practice have largely been conceptualised as a private and internal process
belonging to the individual social worker (Pollack & Rossiter, 2010) and that many
social workers who find the code inadequate remain silent about the issue (Fine &
Teram, 2009), the methodology provides an opportunity for participants to engage with
the ethical issues that emerged from the individual interviews in a relational way and
generate new understandings that are “grounded in the actual experience and language of
[the participants]” (Du Bois, 1983 cited in Smithson, 2000. p. 116).
Krueger (1995) suggests that for complex research topics, a focus group should
contain between 6 and 8 participants, which is small enough to provide all group
members with opportunities to share and large enough that a diversity of perspectives is
possible (Krueger, 1995; also see Asbury, 1995; Freeman, 2006; Kitzinger, 1993;
Linhorst, 2002). Krueger’s suggestion is consistent with my own experience of
facilitating therapy groups exploring members’ experiences of childhood sexual abuse. I
have found that smaller groups allow for more intimate, deep, and complex sharing.
Consequently, I aimed to recruit 6 to 8 participants for the focus group discussions.
Recruitment of focus group participants. Purposive, convenience, and
snowball sampling was utilised to recruit focus group participants. A letter of invitation
was sent in June 2014 through the OASW, consisting of an introduction to the study, an
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invitation to participate, eligibility criteria, and my contact information (see Appendix
C). Volunteers were eligible to participate if they were: a) Registered Social Workers
who have practiced therapy for at least one year; and b) able to travel to the location of
the focus group, which was held in the Greater Toronto Area.
Twelve social work therapists contacted me to express their interest in the
research, 7 resided close enough to the GTA to be able to attend the group. Of these, 1
withdrew and another did not respond to follow up emails, leaving 5 participants.
I decided to advertise the focus group a second time through the OASW. The
second recruitment letter, in early September 2014, resulted in 5 people expressing
interest in the study and all met the eligibility criteria. One additional participant was
recruited through snowball sampling. The total group of volunteers consisted of 11
people.
All volunteers had been informed at the time of initial contact that the focus
groups would be held in October. In the middle of September all volunteers were
contacted to inquire about their availability during October, and based on this
information, the dates and times for the 2 groups were selected that worked for the
majority of people. Unfortunately, this meant that one participant was unable to attend
and she informed me of this immediately. The remaining 10 volunteers who could attend
were assigned to the focus group session that best fit their schedule. The number of
participants was reduced to 8 after 2 volunteers cancelled within a week of the focus
groups. The first focus group session consisted of 5 participants (all female) and the
second session consisted of 3 participants (2 females and 1 male). Participants’ years of
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experience ranged from 15 to 45 years (M=23.5 years). All participants had worked as
therapists or counsellors in agency contexts and 7 had worked in private practices.
Focus group interviews. The focus group discussions were guided by questions
developed with my advisor. The questions were open-ended and included probes in order
to elicit members’ feedback on the findings (see Appendix H).The focus group
interviews ran for approximately 2 hours. I began the interviews by asking participants if
they had questions or concerns about information contained in the consent form and
collected the signed consent (see Appendix E). I then invited participants to introduce
themselves and, if comfortable, to share their interest in the topic. I also introduced
myself by sharing information about my professional experiences and affiliations and my
interest in the study.
The findings from the individual interviews were presented to the focus group
participants (see Appendix I). Following each presentation, participants were invited to
share their general thoughts about the findings, their opinions about the usefulness of the
findings in relation to their ethics and/or practice, and their opinions on how the findings
could potentially inform social work codes of ethics. Each focus group session was
recorded and transcribed.
Data Analysis
Analysis of the individual interviews and focus group data followed the approach
to grounded theory as outlined by Charmaz (2006). During the initial stage of coding,
transcripts were reviewed in detail and descriptive labels were assigned to small sections
of the data. I chose to organise the data according to meaning units, which generally
consisted of one topic, somewhat like a paragraph. Within each meaning unit or
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paragraph, I analysed the text sentence by sentence. I then reread the paragraph in order
to understand the sentence within the context of the paragraph. During this phase I
attempted to remain as close to the data as possible and selected labels that captured the
essence of each unit of data. I attempted to limit conceptual analysis at this stage and
coded relatively quickly in order to attain this. I coded for participants’ expressed
thoughts, feelings, practices, metaphors, as well as processes (for example, participants’
experiences of colleagues’ attitudes) and unique words and phrases they used to describe
experience. During this phase I searched for similarities and differences among the data,
both within the same interview and across interviews. Phrases and sentences within the
data were given multiple codes if they were identified as describing more than one
meaning. For example, a participant shared an example of a client who wanted to
contribute to the wellbeing of others, but dealt drugs for a living, which she saw as
contradictory. I initially coded this sentiment as “living a meaningful life” and “being
congruent”. I then coded for these ideas in the other transcripts and as the analysis
progressed and was refined it became clearer that “living a meaningful life” reflected
participants’ perspectives on human wellbeing and “being congruent” reflected
participants’ commitment to live out their ecological values in their personal and
professional lives. In addition, I kept analytic notes throughout the process to refine
codes and facilitate, keep track of, and explore evolving insights. This analytic process
allowed me to notice and inquire about emerging patterns and gaps in individual
interviews (Charmaz, 2006).
The next stage of coding involved focussed coding to organize and synthesise
data to form categories. Open codes were selected based on their frequency or
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significance in relation to the research question and to sensitizing concepts I had learned
from reading the literature. Examples of categories included “practices”, “beliefs or
worldviews”, “emotions”, “structural level”, “goals for clients”, “relationship”,
“responsibilities”. Categories were continuously refined by comparing them with codes
within and across interviews and with other categories that were emerging.
Once codes were put into categories, I began the theoretical coding stage of
analysis, which is utilised to identify possible relationships among focussed
codes/categories (Charmaz, 2006). During this stage, I brought particular theoretical
frames to the data in order to make the data coherent and meaningful. For the individual
interview data, I found that the categories could be organized along the elements that
comprise professional ethics (i.e., assumptions, values and principles, and practices).
This is the information that was shared with individual interview participants during the
second interviews to further clarify and refine these categories, and check for accuracy.
The focus group data was analysed following a similar process as the individual
interview data. Themes and subthemes that emerged from the focus group data were
similar to those that later emerged from the analysis of the individual interviews.
Consequently, the data from the individual and focus group interviews are presented
together in the next section.
To improve trustworthiness of the research, I utilized strategies of credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985).
Credibility was addressed through regular consultations with my dissertation advisor
throughout all stages of developing the methodology, data gathering, data analysis, and
writing of the dissertation. Dr. Fine offered feedback, which I appreciated. I was never
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required to make revisions based on his feedback, though I was responsible for justifying
the decisions I did make. I also wrote reflective notes after each interview and analytic
memos to keep track of coding, comparisons, and evolving understandings. I conducted
second interviews with 10 of the 13 individual interview participants for the purpose of
member checking. Transferability was addressed through the technique of thick
description; participant quotations were included in the findings to allow the reader to
determine the fit between quotations and analysis and to compare this information with
their own experiences. Finally, dependability and confirmability were ensured by
maintaining the raw data, coding files, memos and notes, and information presented to
focus group members.
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Chapter 3
Findings: Perspectives on Ecological Ethics
This chapter presents the main themes that emerged from the interview data
gathered for this study. These themes pertain to participants’ descriptions of their
perspectives on the meanings of ecological ethics and how these perspectives can
potentially inform social work codes of ethics and the profession, more generally. The
data used in this analysis include information gathered from individual interviews with
13 therapy professionals who volunteered for the study and identified their therapy
practice as being ecologically informed. In addition, the data include the perspectives of
social workers who participated in focus group interviews for the purposes of obtaining
their feedback on the individual interview data and their perspectives on ecological ethics
for social work. The main themes that emerged from these interviews are presented
below, and include themes pertaining to participants’ relational assumptions, ecological
values and principles, practice ecologies, and challenges and potential solutions to
embracing ecological ethics. Please refer to Figure 1 for a diagram of these themes and
subthemes.
Assumptions of a Relational Reality
Participants’ understandings of ecological ethics are underscored by a
foundational assumption of a relational, interconnected reality:
. . . nothing is separate, and that’s when it all became ethical for me. So it, in my
mind, is not ethical to ignore the connectivity between whatever’s going on in this
domain with every other domain. (Participant 7)
There really is no outside. I mean it could be boiled down into that phrase. There
really is no outside. We are bound into the fabric of the web of life. . . (Participant
3)
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Figure 1: Ecological Ethics and Social Work Therapy Practice
Themes and Subthemes

Assumptions of a
Relational Reality

Bridging
disconnections

Perspectives on
human
wellbeing
Wholistic
wellbeing

Relations of
influence
among and
across multilevel
systems

Ecological
belonging

Connecting
binaries of usthem

Peacefulness

Having a
sense of
agency
Living a
meaningful
life

Care
philosophy

Ecological Values
and Principles

Ecospirituality

Serve the
interests of
the ecology

Challenges and
Potential Solutions
to Embracing
Ecological Ethics

Practice Ecologies

Theoretical
underpinning Systems theory

Do no harm
to the
ecology
Social justice for
humans includes
the ecology

Indoor and
outdoor practice
contexts
Obtaining
informed
consent

Practice
approaches

Experiential
approaches

Conversational
approaches

Colleagues' and
supervisors'
responses
Fear of change
and uncertainty
The evidencebased practice
movement

Justice for
the planet

Education and
training

Fluid boundaries
between personal
and professional
realms

Learning from
Indigenous
communities

Openness

Therapy's
political voice

Codes of ethics
Humility

50

Respect for cliient
autonomy by being
non-impositional

Social context

This recognition of humanity’s interconnection with all others forms the basis of
participants’ approach to ethical practice:
I think it’s really important to consider how people relate to their environment
and how the environment has shaped the individual . . . (Participant 8)
Ecological ethics is all about relationship with the planet herself. (Participant 10)
Bridging disconnections. Participants’ ecological ethics allow them to appreciate
relations of influence among and across multi-level systems, as well as connections
between phenomena that have been constructed as binaries in dominant discourses.
These subthemes are presented below.
Relations of influence among and across multi-level systems. An important
feature of participants’ assumptions of a relational reality is relations of influence within
and across micro- and macro-level systems. Using metaphor to describe these relations of
influence, the participants who are quoted below assume that their practice with
individuals and families not only has the potential to bring about change in intrapersonal
and immediate interpersonal relationships, which is associated with mainstream practice,
but also has the potential to “help the whole world” (Participant 11):
I think once you begin to connect, or once you begin to acknowledge the
connections, then it kind of, it just webs itself out . . . (Participant 7)
In addition to influence moving from micro to macro levels, participants appreciate the
influence of larger systems and processes on their clients’ more immediate experiences.
For example, larger environmental contexts, such as climate change and the planet’s
health, were identified as influencing the problems people experience:
. . . this person I’m with, from this bigger or wider point of view, yes they
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have their individual issues, but they’re also perhaps bringing a symptom of the
Earth. . . . Is their depression or their abuse at all related to the depressed
environments that we are increasingly creating? (Participant 3)
These relations of influence involve change processes that are “unexplainable” and
“abstract” (Participant 11), constant, complex, and inevitable:
As a society, societal attitudes and images and interpretations are going to shift.
They will have no way of not shifting in that when you can effect change in one,
it affects those around them whether that be on a large scale or a small scale…
(Participant 13)
Connecting binaries of us-them. Participants’ statements point to the assumption
of interconnection among phenomena that have been constructed along binaries in the
helping professions and in Euro-Western culture, more generally. Two threads that
emerged in this subtheme are assumptions of humans as nature and a shared humanity
between therapists and clients.
Human as nature. Participants’ sentiments challenge the Euro-Western
perspective that humans are separate from and superior to nature. Instead, they believe
that humans are nature and both have intrinsic value. For example, participants made the
following statements:
We are only one branch of the tree of life of thousands of other branches.
(Participant 9)
We are water and we are Earth. (Participant 3)
Human beings are all part of the Earth system, and not at the top of the pyramid.
(Participant 11)
Therapist-client. In addition to viewing humans as nature, participants spoke
about their shared humanity with clients. For example, one participant believes there is a
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difference between her profession’s assumptions about clients and therapists and her
ecological ethics:
I just think we’re all so connected and we have these sort of rigid ideas that
everybody’s in a different compartment, and perhaps with my work we’re all in
the same boat . . . (Participant 12)
She also described how this perspective supports her to work compassionately with
clients who have criminal convictions:
When I look at people, I really try not to be judgemental because I think, ‘For the
grace of God go you or I’, you know, it’s the accident of our birth that we end up
where we are and then a whole pile of other things later on. (Participant 12)
According to another participant, ecological ethics challenges the construction of clients
as different from therapists and would support professionals to better appreciate their
shared humanity with clients:
. . . we have to start looking at our policies and we have to start looking at the
way we treat each other . . . we talk about that in clinical social work all the time your client is you . . . [but] nobody wants to believe that. In the pomposity of the
tradition, no one wants to think that the person on the other side of the desk is part
of who you are . . . At first, there can be such a resistance because of habit, I
would say, just pure habit . . . (Participant 10)
Perspectives on human wellbeing. Participants view human wellbeing as a
multidimensional, relational, and contextual process and an outcome arising from
people’s relationships with self, others, and the planet.
It’s an unhealthy state to be in to believe that we’re in a bubble and that
everything is all about us and that we’re isolated as individuals . . . a healthy
person will feel connected. (Participant 2)
Another participant is guided by the following question and relational assumption when
trying to understand the problems that bring people for therapy:
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. . . what’s this person’s suffering got to do with the larger socio-political
dimension and planetary dimension, ecological dimension . . .whether we believe
we are or not, we are embedded and interconnected . . . (Participant 3)
Participants believe that dominant understandings of wellbeing are problematic
because they either discount the importance of, or ignore the interconnection between,
individual wellbeing and the wellbeing of others, particularly others in the larger social
and natural environments. For example, one participant expressed concern about
professional and social norms that conflate mental health and wellbeing with
consumerism and materialistic wealth:
. . . I question the entire paradigm of mental health, if it means just going into this
collective denial and just heading straight for the cliff, you know, with a lot of
money in your bank account. Just, to me, that’s absurd, right? That’s not healthy,
and yet that’s what’s held up as a healthy middle class perspective. (Participant 2)
In comparison, participants believe that human wellbeing is a wholistic process and
outcome that involves experiences of belonging, peacefulness, agency, and meaning.
Wholistic wellbeing. Participants view wellbeing wholistically and believe that
therapy is often more effective when it addresses multiple dimensions of wellbeing:
. . . you cannot treat one single piece of a person without treating all of the pieces
of the person . . . (Participant 7)
Being able to address multiple dimensions of wellbeing requires that therapists strive to
see beyond the presenting problem and appreciate the larger context of a clients’ life:
. . . I care about the problem [clients] present with and certainly I want to focus on
that, and I understand their problem story is really important to them, but in order
for me to have a fuller picture of that problem story and offer the best services, I
have to have a more wholistic picture of what’s potentially contributing to that
problem story, and also what’s going to be part of the solution story or the shift in
thinking about the problem. (Participant 4)
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While participants’ ecologically-informed practice focuses primarily on mental and
emotional wellbeing, which tend to be the purview of dominant therapy practices,
participants also spoke about the importance of spiritual, physical, and social wellbeing.
The responses below and throughout this section illustrate these perspectives:
. . . it’s really mind, body and emotion, so how do you ground the body. So it’s
about the physical reality of a person, which you can expand to their physical
environment as well . . . you’re making sure that the mind, the body and the
emotions are in agreement with anything you do, and you’re trying to create a
sort of space between whatever the issue is, and you’re creating a space where
you can get a felt sense from yourself about what is going on, and so there’s a lot
of sort of intuitiveness . . . (Participant 2)
. . . it’s helping people in ways to feel better about themselves. There’s good
research that shows that when you are outside in nature that it can help all sorts of
parts of you. You know, it helps with depression and it helps with exercise, it
helps you in so many different ways, in getting fresh air, and so on and so forth.
So I think of it as more like of a wholistic approach, and a more systemic
approach. (Participant 4)
Several participants referred to traditional Indigenous healing in their descriptions of
wholistic wellbeing. Participant 12 captures it best in the following statement:
So, you know, with CBT and all the cognitive kinds of therapy, it was just not
enough for me and at [University] they do use a wholistic approach, so I was able
to take some courses in Native studies and things like that, and I really liked the
medicine wheel model of looking at all realms of our life as being equally
important . . . (Participant 12)
In addition to human wellbeing as a main focus, participants expressed concern
about the wellbeing of the natural environment, which they view as interconnected with
human wellbeing:
. . . how do you have a healthy person in a system that is dysfunctional… if you
drink water and it poisons you . . . there’s no healthy life there . . . (Participant 2)
Ecological belonging. Another aspect of wellbeing, according to participants, is
the experience of self as belonging with others, on both social and environmental levels:
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I think that what I come across the most often with people is their desire to feel
love and to be able to love, and just feel that belonging . . . For me, I think
wellbeing in life, and I think a general sense of fulfillment and happiness has to
do with feeling connected. (Participant 11)
This sense of belonging involves awareness of one’s “place in the universe . . . [and
one’s self] as a . . . connected, grounded human being in a planet.” (Participant 2)
Belonging with the larger human community. Implied in the above quotation is
the perspective that people’s wellbeing is improved when they have a sense of belonging
to a larger human community. This belief was shared by other participants, as well. For
example, one participant spoke about facilitating her clients’ awareness of their shared
experiences with others, which helps to normalize their experiences and locate their
individual struggles within larger social contexts:
I will often say, “You’re not alone . . . in experiencing this . . . we’re seeing more
and more people who are having the same issue. Were you aware of that? . . . Did
you know that this is becoming a massive social issue? . . . This is not just a
personal issue that you’re living. What you’re describing is kind of the alienation
of a kind of difficulty keeping up, or keeping balance . . . or whatever it is. It’s
part of a much bigger social situation.” So [I’m] always making those links back .
. . (Participant 2)
Another participant believes that people’s lives are improved when they embrace
diversity and experience their shared humanity with others:
And when we start looking at how we are common . . . and just let the differences
slide by . . . we can make life better. (Participant 1)
Belonging with nature. More widely cited in the data is the interconnection
between wellbeing and the experience of self as belonging with nature. Belonging with
nature was viewed by participants as an “undervalued” relationship that, if cultivated, can
be supportive of people’s overall wellbeing:
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. . . human healing and health really arise through reconnecting with nature and
with place. (Participant 5)
And that whole healthy person is a connected person, to me transcends our
connections with each other as human beings, but also deepens our connection . .
. it’s about a healthy connection with looking at the supports that are there in our
life, like the air and the water and the land that we live on and . . . our geography.
We tend to discount those things as relationship, but we are in relationship to
them all the time. So to me, those enhance things, especially where people’s
families are rocky . . . to expand their vision of family to see themselves as a
being on Earth. . . . It’s a huge perspective changer for them. (Participant 2)
Belonging with nature helps people to feel loved, nurtured, accepted and acceptable, and
less lonely and isolated:
. . . the overriding majority of people, when they connect with an animal or they
go outdoors and just appreciate the beauty of outdoors, or let the calm of it have
an effect on them, they often will remark on the feeling of connectedness, and I
think the combination of being allowed to be whatever it is you need to be in that
moment, if you need to cry, if you need to laugh, if you want to talk, if you want
to be quiet, whatever it is, and then to simultaneously feel connected and like you
belong, is such a powerful experience of just total acceptance. (Participant 11)
Peacefulness. Another facet of wellbeing, according to participants, is
peacefulness, which involves feelings of safety and being in the present moment.
Participants believe that these experiences are cultivated when people connect with
nature:
. . . 80 percent of the time clients say [they] feel connected when they’re out by
themselves in nature, they feel safe, they feel peaceful. (Participant 2)
. . . the plants and the trees and the birds, they’re in the moment. And humans
have forgotten how to be in the moment . . . just being in the moment around
where you’re at, and noticing everything that’s going on around you as much as
you can, and just relaxing your mind and your body and being at peace.
(Participant 1)
Having a sense of agency. Wellbeing is also associated with experiences of being
able to accomplish goals and effect change, according to participants:
57

. . . if we’re healthy, we feel empowered in our world, we feel like we have a
voice, and we have something to say. (Participant 12)
One way of helping to improve people’s sense of agency is to help them appreciate the
ways they can contribute to the wellbeing of others, including nature and the planet as a
whole:
I see a lot of people that are really concerned about the environment . . . and I feel
like it’s important to point that out to them . . . “how are you feeling about that?”
And then I’m going to look for ways of maybe helping them feel some sense of
agency, so they’re not feeling helpless . . . If they’re concerned about something
in particular, [I] try and help them identify with ways that they can actually do
something small that could promote change. (Participant 8)
Another way people’s experience of agency is improved is through appreciating that their
uniqueness has value and their role in supporting the larger whole:
. . . nature-based healing . . . talks about the power of what you already have, it’s
always there, never leaves you. . . . So you are your unique you, and we need you
to be you . . . in a village, everybody has a role. Somebody’s in the kitchen . . .
when the flood comes, somebody’s building up the bricks because they’re strong,
and somebody’s chopping wood . . . Everybody has their place based on their
gifts. (Participant 10)
Living a meaningful life. Overlapping with the sentiment in the above quotation
is the idea that wellbeing is associated with living a meaningful life. One participant had
this to say:
. . . if you have strong sense of who you are and why you’re doing what you’re
doing, why you’re going where you’re going, your motivation, you know, your
purpose, your meaning. I think that if you have a good understanding of those
things, the world can be at its worst and you’re going to be okay . . . (Participant
11)
A meaningful life, according to participants, involves a larger purpose of contributing to
the wellbeing of others and the “greater good”:
. . . human beings often find meaning and purpose in looking outside of
themselves into kind of a greater good. (Participant 11)
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I think that when we do good, we feel good, and when we do good to the outer
world, we feel good inside. (Participant 6)
Care philosophy. Care emerged as another salient feature of participants’
ecological ethics. While care is a thread that weaves through data presented in
subsequent sections, it has been incorporated in this section because participants also
refer to care as core to their perspectives on the meaning of ecologically ethical practice.
For example, one participant explicitly referred to her ecological ethics as a “care
philosophy”:
. . . in the [my] culture you definitely are taught that the Earth is like your mother
and you’re supposed to take care of the Earth like you would your mother, and
therefore, then, your mother takes care of you and the family . . . So I don’t know
if it’s spirituality, ’cause from a science point of view it’s even bigger, right? So
it’s hard. So the word [to describe my philosophy] is hard, but maybe ‘care’, ‘care
philosophy’? (Participant 4)
In several ways, participants’ perspectives share similarities with ethics of care
put forward by scholars such as Virginia Held (2006). Below, I provide a brief overview
of the framework to assist the reader, because the links between data and concepts
presented in this section are somewhat more complex than those presented in the
preceding sections.
Briefly, ethics of care challenges the construction of humans as purely
autonomous individuals. Instead, it assumes that humans are relational and
interdependent; people are embedded in webs of relationships, both chosen and
unchosen, and depend on caring relationships that consist of mutuality, trust, and
responsiveness. Care is basic to existence and everyone, at some point in their lives, is
dependent on the care provided by another. Care is a complex relational phenomenon
that is an emotional, cognitive, value-based, and practiced experience, which motivates
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and supports people to create and sustain caring relationships. These relationships are
responsive to the needs of particular others. For participants, this includes future
generations of people, nature, and the planet. One participant described the care between
people and the planet this way:
. . . taking care of the Earth is something bigger than just taking care of myself.
But in a way, that’s a metaphor for taking care of myself . . . (Participant 4)
The desire to support caring relations between people and the planet motivated
participants to pursue their ecologically-informed approach to practice because they
believe that “the planet does need a lot more care” (Participant 6) and humans depend on
the planet for their wellbeing and survival. Another participant spoke about feeling
confounded by people’s indifference to the wellbeing of others. She believes that caring
about others should be a priority, which is fundamental to ethics of care:
. . . That’s always been a huge issue for me is how is it that some people can tune
into that and care about it, and sustain themselves, and other people just seem to
go into this apathy, what’s behind apathy, right?, ’cause we’re all in this together.
It’s not like some of us are going to be knocked out by climate change while
others aren’t, except some—I mean, obviously some very privileged people will
have less impact on them. But most of the world should be concerned, right? And
yet, why is it that only a few people talk about these things, and why is it that we
spend so much of our lives not caring? So these were things that just would
obsess me. [Chuckle] They obsessed me and they drove my career. (Participant 2)
Eco-spirituality. Spiritual connection with the environment is a thread that runs
through the interviews. Participants’ described eco-spirituality as involving physical
connection with nature, but also transcending physical experience to include caring and
respectful relationships with others in the planetary system:
I focus on eco-spirituality . . . if [people] are being kind to their larger home, you
know, outside of their home, our larger world, and they’re being harmonious
when they’re doing it and they’re having a chance to talk about their own
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relationships, I think it really does create more of a sense of connection with each
other and with their larger home. (Participant 4)
. . . in a lot of ways nature has been my spirituality, my sacred home, and so I
think it’s unwise to deny that the sacredness of it. I mean, when you just look at it
and you start to think about how it all connects and how it just came about and
how it’s so beautiful and how it knows what’s right for it, and it goes with these
seasons and flows and it’s in this balance . . . (Participant 6)
For me, a lot of this feels…synonymous or connected to spiritualism or my
understanding of spiritualism - that I’m part, as a human being, we’re all part of a
much bigger system and nature is a huge part of that, and that it’s not for us
human beings to just use nature and ravish it and colonize it for material or
purposes or that, but that there’s just an acceptance and ecological, I hear balance,
in that and that we’re part of a balanced world . . . (FG 1 member)
For another participant, eco-spirituality means appreciating that nature is a source of
wisdom and knowledge:
I think that the spiritual piece, for me, when I bring it in to my work with
individuals, or with the groups, is that there’s a lot more wisdom and knowledge
available and, you know, outside my window looking at roses and trees, and in a
park or wherever, in the sky, in the water, that there are a lot more presence and
availability of some kind of other realm than most people are aware of . . .
(Participant 9)
Eco-spirituality also involves openness to complexity and uncertainty, curiosity about
realities that lay beyond immediate conscious experience, and understanding that more
exists than can be perceived by the senses and understood with logic:
Just being outside and being connected to this greater energy outside of me that I
can’t fully understand . . . (Participant 6)
When I say ‘spiritual’, I just mean it’s an opening to wonder. It’s an “I wonder”,
which is not in the head, it’s not logic-based. “I wonder” opens us to all
possibilities . . . (Participant 10)
Don’t rush in there to try and fix things; they may be able to fix themselves—And
using age-old mechanisms, pre-existing mechanisms of nature, of belief, of
magic, of ritual, all of these things that are part of who we are, they exist for a
reason, you know, they’re still there because they’re what’s brought us to the
point we’re at. (Participant 5)
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To summarize, participants’ ecological ethics are underscored by relational
assumptions. Participants assume that reality consists of webs of complex relations of
multidirectional influence and interdependency within and across systems. These
relations affect the wellbeing of the planet, nature, and humanity. Human wellbeing is a
wholistic process and outcome involving experiences of peacefulness and belonging, the
ability to contribute to positive change, and living a meaningful and purposeful life.
Overlapping with these ideas is the importance of care in participants’ ecological ethics.
Care is a feature of and is supportive of people’s ability to appreciate their
interconnectedness and interdependency with the ecology, and to positively contribute to
the world. Finally, eco-spirituality informs participants’ understandings of humanity’s
place in the world and is supportive of and reflects their connectedness.
Ecological Values and Principles
Participants’ ecological ethics are informed by values and principles that align
with those that underscore professional ethics, but expand beyond the human to include
the ecology. These perspectives are presented below.
Serve the interests of the ecology. The raison d’etre of the therapy professions is
to serve the interests of humanity and, more specifically, clients who seek therapy
services. Participants believe that professional ethical practice should expand beyond
human interest to include the interests of the ecology, given humanity’s interdependency
with the ecology, the inherent value of nature, and the potential consequences of the
growing climate crisis for all life:
And if we’re not serving the wider web, if our activities and our theory . . . and
our practice is not serving that, then I think at this point, given my belief that we
are in crisis, then it seems mad to me . . . And so as a clinician, as a
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psychotherapist . . . what am I serving? Yes, I’m serving my client, but my client
is also part of socio-political context, and even more fundamentally part of an
environmental ecological [context] . . . we can’t split them off. (Participant 3)
. . . In the last many years the climate crisis is becoming more and more to a head
. . . if [our professions are] not doing something to ecologically support the planet
in a positive way, then we’re not helping society ’cause society’s going to be
going way down if it keeps going the way it is. (Participant 9)
Focus group members share this perspective and see humanity as “part of a much
bigger system that nature is a huge part of” (FG2 member). They believe that serving the
larger ecology should be a “new revolution” in social work that is emerging “from our
responsibility, our duty to our . . . world” (FG1 member).
Do no harm to the ecology. A related principle to serving the interests of the
ecology is “do no harm” to the ecology, which also guides participants’ ecologicallyinformed practice:
. . . the very root of my practice is do no harm to the client, to myself, and to the
planet. (Participant 6)
Another participant, who explicitly referenced her code of ethics, believes that the code
should be revised to include a statement to the effect of “be thoughtful and don’t do harm
to the larger environment” (Participant 4). Participants’ perspectives on change to codes
of ethics are presented in a subsequent section.
Social justice for humans includes the ecology. Participants see overlap
between social and environmental justice and believe that understandings of social
justice should be expanded to include the systems upon which human potential,
wellbeing, and survival depend:
If I turn a blind eye to environmental degradation, then I also have to agree with
all of the outcomes of it, and almost all of those are socially unjust. I mean, the
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financial impacts, the air quality, water use, etcetera, all of that. It doesn’t hurt the
corporations; it hurts people. (Participant 7)
. . . we need to walk softly on this Earth. I think that if we would treat the Earth
better than we treat ourselves, because we treat ourselves really rotten, we’d be a
lot better place. I think we do a really poor job on social justice, and I think we do
an equally poor job on how we treat the Earth. (Participant 1)
Participants referred to particular groups of people whom they identified as
particularly vulnerable to the consequences of environmental destruction and
exploitation. For example, participants expressed concern about the negative impact of
climate change on the rights of women because of patriarchal cultural norms and
inequitable distribution of roles and responsibilities, resources, and power:
And another connection that I started thinking about with social work and
ecology is how unjustly climate change and things like that impact groups . . .
who suffers the most? . . . women, women suffer (FG1 member)
According to another focus group member, social justice for Indigenous peoples must
include the human right to live in a healthy environment because it is “real basic issue”
(FG2 member) given the inequality that exists between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
communities to clean and safe environments. Participants also spoke about the harm
being caused to citizens of low-income countries and the harm that will be caused to
future generations of people, which two participants linked with more immediate social
contexts of consumerism and privilege:
. . . what kind of ancestors are we? ’Cause this isn’t about us. This is about seven
generations from now . . . What are we doing? Sitting around and playing “Call of
Duty”? As a society, we go to the mall? Like, what kind of ancestors are we?
(Participant 10)
. . . [I am concerned about] the division between the people who are creating all
of these consumer luxuries and . . . producing it in slave conditions, and the
people who are consuming it with wild abandon. And this gap again between
realities . . . (Participant 2)
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Participants believe that an approach to justice that includes the ecology may
better support professionals to better pursue justice for marginalized and vulnerable
people because:
. . . social justice has to include an acknowledgement of the base, and the base of
all social movements is our ecology . . . if we kept an awareness of ecology we
would be doing things differently . . . (Participant 2)
Another participant said that respecting the ecology is “at the base of anti-racist
practice”; both are founded on the assumption that everything is connected and that all
beings belong and have value. To illustrate this idea, the participant spoke about a
bouquet of flowers, which she likened to:
“. . . a bouquet of connectedness . . . each piece has merit and uniqueness . . . [and
is]similar and yet different, but we still have value.” (FG2 member)
Justice for the planet. In addition to participants’ ecologically-informed
understandings of justice for humans, participants’ ethics are underscored by respect for
the intrinsic value of the ecology, including nature and non-human inhabitants of the
planet:
. . . nature is a living, breathing thing that requires our respect . . . (Participant 11)
. . . the ethics of [my therapy practice] is that it’s respect for all kinds of life as
opposed to just human life. (Participant 9)
As such, they believe that the professions should be concerned with cultivating
humanity’s:
. . . mutually beneficial relationship [with nature], and coexisting rather than
dominating or overpowering [it] . . . (Participant 11)
A focus group member spoke passionately about the need for social work ethics to
emphasise the importance of treating “individual people, groups of people, this nation,
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the world . . . with dignity” He sees a relationship between how professionals treat nature
and how they treat clients:
We can sort of assume that if you treat everybody with respect and you treat
nature with respect, then you’re acknowledging and responding with a level of
dignity [toward others] . . . regardless of who they are or where they come from
or what situations they are in . . . (FG2 member)
Fluid boundaries between personal and professional realms. Boundaries are a
systems concept that delineate and define the type and amount of contact permissible
between subsystems, such as between two individuals, an individual and her community,
and humans and nature. In professional ethics, maintaining appropriate professional
boundaries is meant to ensure that professionals are meeting their clients’ personal needs
and not their own. Participants’ ecological understandings of this principle expand the
meaning of appropriate boundaries to allow for continuity between personal and
professional realms.
Several participants believe that professional ethics communicate that
professionals should strive for a sharp division between their personal and professional
lives. For example, a rural practitioner who was interviewed for the present study said
that in rural practice it is more likely for therapists to come across clients outside of work
settings. Instead of striving for rigid boundaries between these realms, which she believes
is espoused in professional ethics, she spoke about the importance of context and
appreciating complexity when trying to determine the meaning(s) of appropriate
boundaries:
What I have an issue with is their total insistence on separation from the client,
because I think that is the kind of thing you get to do if you’re sitting in a cement
office in the middle of the city . . . I think your boundaries have to be even better,
but different, to work outside of an urban setting. And you have to have an even
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stronger sense of who you are and what is safe and right to do . . . So I’m not
having them to my house because that’s going to permeate the boundaries in a
way that’s not okay . . . So I don’t disagree with, you know, separation of a
reasonable level, but I also cannot live in the community and refuse to say hello.
So my boundary setting is going to be different than would be classically
described. (Participant 7)
A second facet of maintaining fluid boundaries across professional and personal
realms is participants’ commitment to live out their ecological values in both domains,
which they referred to as “alignment” (Participant 9), “congruence” (Participant 5), and
“walking the talk” (Participants 5 and 13). Participants believe that clients benefit from
seeing them in similar ways across both contexts, given that therapists’ and clients’ lives
sometimes intersect outside of sessions:
. . . when you have consistency in who you are, then it helps model that for other
people. So if I’m in therapy and I’m talking about nature and such and my client
later somehow sees me outside on a hike, that would not be inconsistent or
incongruent with who I am . . . (Participant 4)
Participants attributed the sharp division between personal and professional
domains communicated in professional ethics to the dominant influence of modernist
dualism in professional ethics, which one participant contrasted with feminist ethics and
ecological ethics. According to her, feminist ethics and ecological ethics do a better job
of addressing and promoting fluidity across the domains:
. . . feminists really try to focus on consistency of self. So, yeah, there isn’t a lot
of delineation [between personal and professional]. I mean, I think I maintain
professional boundaries, so to say, but just in who I am and how I present with
people, I think it’s pretty consistent across contexts. (Participant 4)
Openness. Participants stated that they value openness and are committed to
being open to new experiences and knowledge so that their ethical practice is informed
by new understandings of self, others, and the world:
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I can’t imagine not being open to things because I can’t grow unless I’m pushed
or pulled in any way, and I can’t do that unless I’m okay with opening myself up
to different things . . . (Participant 6)
I strive to be in a way that allows me to see and hear what’s going on, and
perhaps open up some discussions that otherwise might not happen. (Participant
5)
Another participant believes that therapy professionals, in general, should strive to be
“very connected to and feeling what is happening to the larger body of the planet . . .
what’s happening out in the world” (Participant 3) so that their approach to ethical
practice is informed by this knowledge. Another participant had this to say:
. . . it’s about holding the awareness that people, even if they don’t have it, that
they’re not alone, they’re not isolated, that they have an impact on the world, and
the world has an impact on them.” (Participant 2)
Humility. Humility is a value that underscores participants’ ecological ethics.
The value plays an important role in participants’ appreciation of larger abstract systems
of complexity and interdependency, nature’s intrinsic worth, and humanity’s place in the
world:
. . . there’s more than we can understand, more than we grasp. Maybe there’s
more that we will learn in the future. Maybe others can teach us things. Yeah, I
think that’s all a part of . . . humility. (Participant 11)
. . . it’s just amazing how we [nature and humans] work together and live
together, and we need each other. (Participant 1)
Humility underscores human spirituality and helps people to find acceptance and
meaning, and to be open to larger realities that can facilitate healing and a sense of
connection:
. . . when we know there’s something bigger than ourselves, then there’s a
humbling and a surrender, and then there’s an opening, there can be an opening to
creativity and possibility of, okay, “Well, why am I here? Why am I on the
planet, and what’s this all about? (Participant 10)
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Finally, humility supports participants to appreciate the limits of their abilities,
knowledge, and importance. For example, one participant described her practice as “a
thread in a large tapestry” (Participant 12) that she may never fully grasp or comprehend.
Humility supports another participant to remain within her scope of expertise because she
is better able to recognize and accept her limitations, and appreciate larger systems of
healing and her role within these systems:
. . . you realize where your strengths are, where your boundaries are, and it’s
easier to turn loose when you’re able to truly look at the whole picture and realize
that you’ve had a piece of it, but you don’t have to complete the whole picture of
it, and nothing can. We each have our roles, and I’ve learned this from nature, and
I keep learning it from nature, too, that we each have our own roles as part of the
whole. It doesn’t make it any less or greater than someone else’s role. But when
we’re done with what we can do, then we . . . turn it over. (Participant 1)
Embracing uncertainty. Practicing humility involves embracing uncertainty,
given the larger, complex systems of relationships within which participants’ work is
embedded. It was described by one participant as “absolutely fundamental” to his
ecologically-informed practice because it allows him to learn about the ways clients
understand the problems that bring them for therapy and to “take a fresh look at this as a
fresh problem without listening to what everybody else says” (Participant 5). Another
participant spoke about efforts she makes to embrace uncertainty:
Some of it feels unexplainable to me, and part of my work, I think, is getting okay
with that. (Participant 11)
She makes these efforts because of professional pressures to assume that certainty about
therapy is possible and desirable:
I think any time that we become certain about something, we’ve kind of ended
the conversation. You can’t continue to explore if you’ve decided something
completely. (Participant 11)
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Respect client autonomy by being non-impositional. Participants placed
particular emphasis on not imposing their worldview, values, and concerns onto clients,
which is a feature of respecting client autonomy. This principle is not unique to
participants’ ecological ethics, however participants emphasized its importance in the
context of their deep concerns about climate change:
. . . it’s a fine line between feeling like I can open this door for people so that they
can, so that they may be interested in helping the planet, but at the time same
time, not pushing my personal agenda on the client. (Participant 6)
. . . one thing we don’t want to do is impose our values on our clients. Having
said that, though, I don’t think there’s any way therapy can be value-free . . . I
don’t want to ever . . . put ideas out there where people would feel like their way
of being is shameful in relation to what I’m saying . . . I find you have to temper,
you know, here is my value around ethics in terms of caring for things larger than
oneself and the planet, nature, so on and so forth, but making sure to understand
that that isn’t going to be a good fit for everybody, but at the same time, I do try
to edge a little bit in there . . . (Participant 4)
A reason for this emphasis, in addition to respecting clients’ autonomy for its own sake,
is to do no harm to clients by making concerted efforts to avoid the scare tactics and
moralizing that are associated with the environmental movement:
Moralizing [about respecting nature] doesn’t help. Environmentalism has been
doing that for years [and it is] very ineffective. It shames, it guilts people. It
doesn’t help . . . So somehow that has to be part of this work is not moralizing,
but appealing to people’s sense of goodness, justice, what is important to you . . .
what is ultimately really important. (Participant 3)
Participants uphold this principle through assuming that humans are inherently relational
beings who care about others and are capable of transcending self-interest. They also
make concerted efforts to manage the emotional pain that comes with their knowledge of
the harm being caused to the planet and its potential consequences for all life. One
interviewee spoke about therapists’ responsibility to tolerate the “despair” and “grief”
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that comes with knowing about the harm being caused to the planet so that they are less
likely to impose it onto their clients:
. . . when I’m working as a clinical social worker or psychotherapist with my
clients, I feel more like I can stay in the volatile territory of this and not overreact
with them or go off on some kind of tangent that is more about me than about
them and the material and the session. (Participant 3)
Another reason participants may be particularly vigilant about not imposing their
worldviews and concerns onto clients appears to be due to the marginalized place
ecological ethics has in the professions and in society, more generally. For instance, one
participant said that it is largely viewed as “voodoo hippie stuff” (Participant 6). In
addition, people who are concerned about the environment are sometimes viewed as
“tree-hugging” (Participant 7) and “radical” (Participant 10) and some participants may
want to avoid being viewed this way, especially given ethical responsibilities of
professional neutrality and not bringing their profession into disrepute.
To summarize, the data reveal that participants’ ecological ethics consist of
values and principles that align with welfare principles that inform professional ethics,
but expand beyond the human to include the ecology. Participants are committed to
serving clients as well as the ecology. They value social justice and believe that
understandings of justice should include the natural environment. They believe that
professional understandings of appropriate boundaries should account for and support
fluidity between professional and personal realms. Participants value openness and
humility, and are committed to respecting clients’ autonomy in the context of their deep
concern for the welfare of the planet and all life.
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Practice Ecologies
In addition to participants’ relational assumptions and ecological values and
principles, participants practice within particular ecologies, which more immediately
inform their ethical practice. These practice ecologies consist of three dimensions; their
theoretical underpinning, indoor and outdoor practice contexts, and practice approaches.
These contexts and approaches are aimed at facilitating clients’ connection with and care
for nature on cognitive, emotional, behavioural, and/or spiritual levels:
. . . what I work toward is helping people see . . . that nature is something that
matters to them, and that the wellbeing of all of the living things on the planet
matters to them . . . creating the skills or the characteristics that make a person
want to care about that sort of thing. (Participant 11)
Theoretical underpinning - Systems Theory. Systems theory informs
participants’ ethical approach to therapy. Briefly, systems theory assumes a relational
reality, including the influence of complex, interrelated factors on individual experience,
the interconnection between the parts of a unified whole, and the interdependence
between the whole and its parts. While systems theory in mainstream therapy is largely
used to understand and facilitate positive change on intrapersonal and interpersonal
subsystems, participants in the present study include people’s relationships with nature
and ecological systems in their approach to therapy:
I think our systemic lens . . . [was] light years ahead, as other ways of helping
people than what had traditionally been done in kind of a psychotherapy world . .
. I just think [ecologically-informed therapy] is kind of another way for us to be
doing something that maybe is unique and other people aren’t doing, and we
could really be offering people a really potentially very useful tool, not just for
themselves but actually for our larger, more global family. (Participant 4)
My understanding of an ethical ecological process . . . is the ability to receive the
wisdom of the client within a wholistic and systemic view. (FG1 member)
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The image of a therapeutic triad emerged when listening to participants speak
about their therapy practice; two participants described nature as a “partner” (Participants
1 and 6) and another described nature as part of her “co-therapy team” (Participant 9). In
addition to describing nature as a partner, nature was described as indirect beneficiaries
of participants’ practice. For example, interviewees spoke about the importance of
cultivating clients’ “reciprocal relationship” (Participant 6) and synergetic relationships
with the ecology:
I think people and animals and the world, all of it operates better when we’re
more in partnership…in sessions and in our work I’m trying to do what I think is
best for the relationships in this client’s life. So our relationship between the two
of us, the client’s relationship with their own self, the client’s relationship with
other people and the world around them. (Participant 11)
Implied in the above quotation, and overlapping with the above subthemes of
openness and boundaries, is participants’ commitment to “expand” (Participant 13) and
“open” (Participant 9) clients’ boundaries with the natural environment so that clients
benefit from the relationship:
I think [ecological ethics] involves allowing [clients] to expand their boundaries,
so introducing ideas or ways or thoughts . . . [that help] people to understand and
recognize how the elements are out there and they’re all around us, and we’re
surrounded by our environment . . . (Participant 13)
Every piece of this ecology needs to have enough good stuff coming in and
enough stuff going back out, and yet it has to have boundaries that are intact but
flexible. And so with those kinds of concepts in mind, I don’t want to put
anything into my client’s system that isn’t healthy, and I want them to be able to
give back or let out anything that needs to be outside [and have] that flexibility.
(Participant 7)
Clients are not the only beneficiaries of having fluid boundaries with the
environment. According to other participants, nature and other humans also benefit when
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people open themselves to relationships with the environment because it cultivates
empathy for others:
. . . if you can, in a person, in a client, if you can cultivate the practice of looking
at things from someone else’s perspective, and if they practice empathy for other
living things, then I think that translates to empathy to social justice, people who
are struggling in your community and people struggling across the world, and I
think being in nature and building a connection with nature fosters more empathy,
and I think more empathy is exactly what we need for social justice. (Participant
11)
. . . if you can get people doing a bit more . . . [of being in] contact with nature,
and if you can excite them about nature, if you can enlighten them a little by
taking interest in the world around them, they have to become more planetconscious, don’t they? That’s my theory. (Participant 5)
Indoor and outdoor practice contexts. Participants’ ecologically ethical
practice takes place in indoor and outdoor practice contexts, involves particular attention
to obtaining informed consent, and includes therapy approaches designed to cultivate
clients’ connection with nature, for the purpose of helping them to connect with the
wider ecology.
Participants practice in indoor settings, such as offices, and outdoor settings, such
as parks and backyards and they described the ease with which nature can be integrated
in both settings:
I think [nature] is incredibly simple to engage because we’re all surrounded by
this stuff all the time, you know, the environments are out there, we’ve all got
greenery around us, there’s always a park or a tree. If not, there’s a book you can
pick up, you know, even in the most horrible urban jungle you could make a
study of a coffee table book and talk about trees and animals and things. So
there’s always opportunity to include [nature]. (Participant 5)
While participants believe that ecologically-informed practice is effective in indoor
contexts, those who practice in both indoor and outdoor settings spoke about the relative
effectiveness of outdoor therapy because it allows for immersion in nature:
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Even though I’m very affirming [that] a lot of ecotherapy work can be done
indoors, the outdoors brings a whole other dimension. (Participant 9)
. . . the actual act of doing counselling in these settings, to me, is a very
experiential way of doing whatever it is you would do in the office, either
bringing the unconscious to the conscious, or working through behaviour
modification, or practising calming and finding inner peace, and learning a sense
of self. Like, all of those things that from my perspective are valuable in the
office come a lot more easily out in nature. (Participant 11)
. . . to me it’s silly that we put people in these little rooms and we talk about their
problems when outside of that room there’s this beautiful world that makes you
feel alive, and makes you feel just better. It could just maybe the science of the
sun, and vitamin D, or just the natural air you’re breathing in, but something does
change when you’re outside of that room . . . (Participant 6)
Obtaining informed consent. Obtaining informed consent from clients is related
to respecting client autonomy. However, it has been included in this section because it
relates more directly to participants’ ecologically-informed practice. Several participants
spoke in detail about their strategies for obtaining informed consent possibly because
strategies and activities included in ecologically-informed practice, such as outdoor
sessions or the use of ritual and ceremony, are relatively uncommon compared to
dominant therapy practices. One participant’s detailed response for verbally obtaining
informed consent is similar to those described by other participants:
So when I approach from an ethical base, I talk a little bit with the child and the
family about the type of work I do, the approach style I have, and I share that
information ahead of time . . . I have a number of children and sometimes their
families who have a very limited knowledge base around their Aboriginal history
and who they are and where they come from and engaging in ceremonial practice
and so, but have a strong desire to know more. So before I begin any of that work,
I may say to them, “Well, you know, would you be open to going to seek a
traditional healer with me? How do you feel about a naming ceremony? Do you
know what it is? Do you know what’s involved in that? Have you ever been to a
sweat lodge? Would you be interested in going? We could do something like that
together” . . . so it’s around sharing that information and helping them to feel
comfortable and informed . . . and then I ask them, “Does it sound like it would
work with you?” . . . and if it doesn’t, then that’s okay, too. I mean, it’s not
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everybody’s cup of tea . . . You wouldn’t want to engage in something and take
someone out of their comfort zone without them having a full awareness about it,
and without them having an understanding of what it is you’re wanting to do,
right? (Participant 13)
In addition to informing clients verbally about the possibility of participating in
ecologically-informed therapy, some participants include information about their
ecological approach to practice on websites for prospective clients to consider:
. . . before they come to me, [they will see] on the website or on the informed
consent [form] that “we include aspects of nature in this work at your choosing .”
(Participant 6)
A second issue related to informed consent that participants spoke about has to do
with complications associated with outdoor therapy sessions in relation to clients’
physical safety and confidentiality. According to several participants who practice
outdoor therapy, confidentiality, in particular, requires extra attention because privacy
cannot be guaranteed:
I think the struggle with ecotherapy and ethics is confidentiality because you are
in a larger space, because it’s not a space that you control…you have to recognize
that if you’re going to be in an environment that you don’t have complete control
of, that there is the risk, there are some risks of challenging some of those ethics.
(Participant 11).
Participants verbally describe risks associated with outdoor sessions in order to obtain
informed consent for limits to confidentiality from their clients:
[I will inform my client] there’s an issue that someone may overhear you,
someone may see you…so that’s different [compared to office-based work], and I
discuss it with them. I talk to them about what that would look like and what I
would do and how I hold it and…that I am guarding the space around them, that
no one’s going to come near us or talk to us, or I’m going to be really wary of
that. So it’s, I think it needs to be more explicit because it’s a different setting and
it’s not as tight of a confidential boundary as when you’re inside. (Participant 9)
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Another participant contacted her professional regulatory association to determine how
best to obtain informed consent for her outdoor sessions given risks to confidentiality and
physical safety issues that can potentially arise:
I called the [professional regulatory association], and I asked them in terms of
liability, can I work with my client outdoors and what are the limitations on that?
And I was informed that I can work with a client outdoors as long as I justify in
my notes why it’s important, and then include an informed consent that
confidentiality limits was a waiver in the case…[or] if a client walks and steps or
falls. (Participant 6)
Practice approaches. Participants use therapy approaches in their ecologicallyinformed practice to help cultivate clients’ connection with the ecology in order to
improve clients’ wellbeing and, indirectly, the wellbeing of others in the planetary
community:
. . . I’m looking for ways to engender a more conscious way for the client to relate
to the world . . . if I can have any impact on helping someone open up their eyes
to the place, how they relate to place and what’s in their environment, I feel like
that’s the ethical thing to do. It’s a broader view, it’s a broader context.
(Participant 8)
To help facilitate these connections, participants utilize experiential and conversational
approaches that are mainly focussed on helping clients to connect with nature.
Experiential approaches. Experiential approaches that participants utilize involve
inviting clients to participate in a range of activities that provide them with opportunities
to experience a closer relationship with the natural world.
Physical contact with nature. One experiential approach involves inviting clients
to make physical contact with nature, including holding rocks or stones that some
participants make available in their office-based sessions:
. . . one of them is to have a big heavy rock that they can hold, and it’s not
abstract, it’s a big heavy rock [chuckle] that literally helps them regulate their
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nervous system and helps them settle and stay more in their awareness and
mindfulness instead of dissociating or being kind of, you know, a little bit more
agitated and thus [being] able to be present. (Participant 9)
During outdoor sessions, participants invite clients to touch grass, sand, or trees. For
instance, an interviewee described bringing a group of child clients with a history of
conflict to a large tree that fell and continued to grow. As the children interacted with the
tree and with each other, they learned new, more positive ways of being with each other.
The tree was also described as being a source of healing and support for individual
clients:
. . . kids play on this tree together where they haven’t played together ever
without spitting and fighting. There was none of that; they just played and had a
great time for the first time in their young little lives. I have seen people weep at
the tree, hanging onto it as they’re talking about their sorrows or frustrations, and
how much strength that they are learning from this tree. (Participant 1)
Physical contact with nature was also identified as a way of helping clients to
reclaim their comfort with nature and to dispel misconceptions associated with nature as
‘other’. For example, one participant models her comfort with nature for her child clients
for the purposes of fostering a more harmonious way of relating with nature and
challenging the idea that they are separate and different from nature:
…I feel like if I model [touching nature] to them, then it’s not voodoo weird stuff,
it’s just us. It’s okay to touch to the ground. The dirt won’t kill you. You know,
it’s okay to walk barefoot in the grass. I feel like a lot of kids feel like nature’s
dangerous, and they don’t know it. “Oh, gross bug. What am I gonna do?” Like,
what they don’t know, they perceive as dangerous. And so I think connecting
them to, hey, this is okay, this is safe, this isn’t going to hurt you, resonates with
them at some point. (Participant 6)
Viewing nature. Visualising nature and looking at images of nature are common
approaches that participants use indoors to help clients self-soothe and connect to healing
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relationships with nature. For example, this participant spoke about a client finding
solace in pictures of trees that are in her office:
I asked her to find a place, something in the room that was resourcing to her and
grounding to her, and so she went to those pictures…she felt more peaceful…I
encouraged her to notice how her body felt as she stood there and became more
grounded, and I asked her to breathe in the spirits of the trees there and how that
felt, and she felt more supported. We did a whole thing of her just looking at
these pictures that anyone can bring into the office, and probably a lot of people
have a picture from nature. (Participant 9)
In outdoor settings, participants invite clients to pause and look at nature that
surrounds them. This activity can help shift clients’ experiences of problems that
consume their attention and “engender a more conscious way for the client to relate to the
world…” (Participant 8):
When I do outdoor sessions with people, I’m trying to get them to wake up to
what’s here, what’s in this place. And, you know, a lot of the session might have
the content that we would have in the office, where there is a lot of storytelling
[from the client] . . . there’s that moment when I can go, “Oh, look at that tree
over there” and they stop and they’re part of the environment. There’s kind of a
ground figure shift that happens, psychologically speaking, and I start to see how
they start putting whatever their personal issues are in different perspective.
(Participant 8)
Mindfulness. Teaching and inviting clients to practice mindfulness is another
approach used by participants in their ecologically-informed practice. Participants
explicitly identified mindfulness as helping clients to gradually expand their experiences
of connection with the present moment and with nature:
I think that there’s a definite connection between the idea of being mindful and
that can also mean how am I mindful in relation to my relationship with nature.
When I’m outside, am I able to kind of be meditative in my breathing and really
take in that fresh air. And I definitely have people pay attention to those things…I
might just frame it as, “Be outside and really feel how that is on your body, and
what’s it like on your skin?” and, you know, that kind of experience. (Participant
4)
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Another participant, who identified mindfulness as an important aspect of her
ecologically-informed practice, believes that mindfulness practice helps cultivate and
maintain the experience of self as belonging with the larger planetary community:
. . . it’s about just connecting with what’s happening right now . . . It is about
reconnecting with the living world all around you, it’s about feeling at home here
on Earth, it’s about mindfulness and being present . . . I feel like if you learn
about yourself in the moment, you are in turn learning about yourself on a greater
scale. (Participant 11)
Breathing activities. Teaching and inviting clients to engage in breathing
activities is another way participants cultivate clients’ connection with the environment:
I give them a little bit of the science piece of how the air that we breathe comes
from these trees, and then the carbon dioxide we exhale they inhale, and there’s
this connection between all of us. (Participant 6)
Another participant said that she frequently speaks with clients about how they breathe,
which she views as people’s “basic connection to the world…Breathing is the
fundamental way that you connect to the planet…It’s your fundamental boundary
system.” (Participant 2)
Being with animals. Developing and valuing relationships with animals was
identified by several participants as a way to improve clients’ wellbeing and their
experience of positive connection with others. For example, connecting with animals is
viewed as an ethical activity that helps to expand clients’ connection to the larger
ecology, especially when clients experience themselves as distant from it:
One place I will say that is easy to draw connections [to the environment] for the
majority of folks that I do deal with is around animals. Pets are very important,
and so that is a definite connectivity that I would say the majority of clients grasp
. . . (Participant 7)
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Participants believe that relationships with animals can help clients to learn about
themselves, build on their strengths, develop self-soothing skills, and improve their nonverbal communication skills. For example, a participant spoke about her clients’ being
better able to tune into their children’s non-verbal cues because of participating in
therapy with horses:
Part of what I have learned is from the horses and their nonverbal
communication, and they communicate very well, and humans, we don’t use our
nonverbal communication well at all. In fact, we can’t use our words very well,
much less our nonverbal cues, and we have so much to learn from nature if we’ll
just shut up and observe. And I think that’s a big part of where we fail is we rely
so much on our words that we forget to rely on our feelings and our observations
in the world around us. (Participant 1)
In addition, connecting with animals can help clients shift their attention away from
distressing thoughts towards more soothing, present-based experiences:
[My client] has a cat . . . a lot of times I will encourage her to sit with her cat
during our sessions or sit with her cat when she’s journaling or feeling anxious,
focus on connecting with the animal instead of connecting with her spiral of
anxious thoughts. (Participant 11)
Suggesting outdoor homework activities. In addition to in-session work, many
participants suggest to their clients that they complete activities outside of sessions. The
purpose of these activities is to further cultivate clients’ positive ecological relationships
and wellbeing. One participant shared an example of homework activities she suggests to
families who experience chronic and high levels of conflict:
Why don’t you guys go for a walk tonight as a family, and I want you to take a
bag with you and just if you see some trash, pick it up and as you throw away
each piece, talk about something that you’re planning to change or that you would
like to see different in your family . . . So sometimes what I would do is after
they’d made more progress, I’d say, “Let’s go for another walk, and this time,
you know, I want you to look around you and kind of see the things that are so
beautiful in the landscape, and things that you think are great about where we are
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and that you don’t think should change, and that really make your life
meaningful, and then talk about how that relates to your family. (Participant 4)
Furthermore, participants suggest activities that help to facilitate clients’ experiences of
nature as intrinsically valuable and as a primary source of solace and healing:
A lot of times . . . I have my clients choose a natural area that they can have
access to at home, or on their way to work or whatever it may be, and ask them to
kind of create a sacred spot or a place that they can visit regularly or a place that
feels safe. (Participant 11)
The participant who is quoted below spoke about the feedback he receives from clients
who participate in outdoor homework activities:
. . . when you give me something to do where I go out, even grudgingly, and get
involved with my environment, that is doing something practical, for a start, is
giving me structure, giving me routine if it’s a regular weekly thing, say, but it’s
also doing something at deeper levels. It’s doing something that mirrors…my
own experience in life, and things grow, things die, things are replaced, things
come and go, whatever it happens to be. Things survive. (Participant 5)
A final thread that emerged in the data on homework activities is suggesting to
clients who express concern about the environment that they participate in more formal
ecologically-positive activities. The purpose of this is to help clients to feel better and to
ease clients’ feelings of helplessness in relation to climate change:
If [a client is] concerned about something in particular, I try and help them
identify with ways that they can actually do something small that could promote
change. Some movement, some group, something that they can connect with that
they’re not going to feel isolated, and they’ll be with other people who are also
concerned about the environment. (Participant 8)
Conversational approaches. In addition to the experiential approaches presented
above, participants utilize conversational approaches as part of their ecologicallyinformed practice. Participants use these approaches to help improve clients’ wellbeing
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and expand their experiences of connection. They do this by creating space for the
ecology in their therapeutic conversations:
My whole career is about having meaningful conversations with people. Helping
them to connect [to the world]. (Participant 2)
Validating clients’ ecological concerns. Participants spoke about the importance
of providing clients with a safe place to discuss their concerns about the planet, climate
change, and the wellbeing of others in the present and future. A participant described
ecological issues as “grist for the psychotherapy mill” (Participant 3). To illustrate the
point, he gave an example of a client who was anxious about climate change and the
importance of providing her with a safe and validating experience to discuss her fears
and concerns:
I responded in a kind of matter-of-fact, sober tone, [I said]”Yeah, I think climate
change is real”, and then just kind of waited for her to respond to that, and then
she said something like . . . “That is such a relief to hear. Like that part of my
anxiety just kind of goes down a bit because I don’t feel so alone or that I’m
crazy, and that maybe I have a place to talk about this, ’cause I don’t really feel
like I have a place to talk about this feeling [with my friends].” (Participant 3)
Asking questions about relationships with nature. Ecologically-related questions
are used by participants to both assess and cultivate clients’ ecological connections. With
respect to assessment, participants ask clients about their perspectives on and experiences
with nature and larger ecological issues and relationships:
[I use] genogram work, [to ask] questions around their interaction with nature,
questions around maybe [family] conservation practices . . . then how far we go
in terms of homework assignments and incorporation is really dependent on their
answers in the assessment. (Participant 4)
Another way to assess for clients’ experiences of connection is to ask them about their
spirituality and its relationship to other aspects of their lives. One participant asks her
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clients the following question: “Tell me about your spiritual beliefs and tell me how that
impacts on your social functioning?
Ecologically related questions are also utilized in later stages of therapy as a way
to expand clients’ narratives of their connection to the larger world and to allow for more
complex meanings and possibilities of connection:
[I ask] Where did you go to feel good? . . . Like, where did you feel safe? What
made you feel better? So just by opening that, by asking that, you’re kind of
validating the fact that a person can have more ways to belong than just with the
people in their lives . . . If we keep recreating the story that the only thing that
matters is their husband or their partner and their parents, well, their lives are
going to be pretty small, you know? Like, there’s not a lot of room for them to
see a different story . . . and if you believe that, you know, that your self is one
small contained individual who’s lonely, you’re going to see yourself as different
than if you believe that you’re one sort of soul connected to an entire universe,
right? . . . Ultimately, I think you can bring in that awareness, and because I’m
always holding that awareness, and I see them as something much larger than
what they think they are, they kind of get that, too, I think, you know, through the
questions. (Participant 2)
Finally, asking questions about clients’ ecological experiences and relationships
assist participants to find a balance between the responsibilities of not imposing their
concerns about ecological issues onto clients and their commitment of cultivating clients’
awareness of others in the larger ecology:
I try to meet my client where I hear she is at, and also do the work that I feel is
important by connecting them to what’s outside of them. (Participant 6)
Using nature metaphors. Participants use nature metaphors as a way of reflecting
clients’ internal experiences while also constructing new meanings of these experiences,
themselves, and the external world. In the example below, the participant described how
he used metaphor to support a client to better appreciate his strengths by helping the
client see similarities between him and nature:
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He’d taken something out of one of my stories that was linked to him being in a
wheelchair . . . he’d pull himself out with his arms, he’d climb, as ivy might
climb, and ivy’s so tenacious . . . and he said that was something he carried with
him all the time is this nature metaphor of the ivy clinging to the wall, and
virtually nothing can destroy ivy . . . (Participant 5)
Metaphors are also used by participants in their culturally-sensitive practice. For
instance, a participant spoke about the importance of tailoring her use of metaphor to
match her clients’ particular worldviews and provided the example below:
So, for example, somebody from China who may say we were always told that
rivers were very important because they’re never constant, they never stay, they
always are moving, they’re always shaping, they create the way that rivers are
flowing, and sometimes they’re really big and other times they’re small trickles,
but knowing that there’s always going to be some sort of change that comes
about. (Participant 13)
Finally, the metaphors participants used to describe their therapy practice point to
their belief that change in humans mirrors change in nature. They believe that, like when
a seed is planted, change occurs in small, mostly imperceptible ways. They trust the
inevitability of change in their clients, just as it occurs in nature.
. . . give them something to grow. Give them a seed. Give them some water. Give
them some soil. Give them some light, and they will be able to do it themselves.
(Participant 10)
Planting seeds of future change. Overlapping with the above section on metaphor
but reflecting another practice approach used by participants, is planting seeds of
ecological change for the purpose of facilitating clients’ future connection with the
ecology. The approach was identified as particularly useful for clients who express less
interest in nature-based work or perceive nature to be relatively irrelevant to their lives.
This approach allows for the possibility of cultivating clients’ future connections with
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nature while remaining close to clients in terms of their presenting issues, interests, and
awareness.
. . . I think that there’s a lot of connections between [my adolescent clients’]
personal turmoil and what’s happening with the planet, and when I make that
connection subtly . . . I think that that seed is planted and so what they decide,
how they decide to grow that is up to them. (Participant 6)
Another participant plants seeds of change by subtly challenging the assumption that
supportive relationships can only occur with other humans and, more specifically, with
family members:
We, as therapists, can plant ideas, too, right? Because we’re planting ideas all the
time by saying that the only thing that matters is what happened to them with
their parents. That’s a planted idea. [I ask] “who was your go-to person, human or
non-human?” . . . and acknowledging that there could be other answers other
than, “Oh, I had no one.” (Participant 2)
Education about ecological relationships. A final thread in this sub-theme on
conversational practice approaches has to do with educating clients about their ecological
relationships. One topic that participants commonly educate their clients about is the
benefits of connecting with nature for their health and wellbeing.
I’m trying to suggest practices that do have research to support it, that going for a
walk does make you feel better, that being in the sun does have this effect.
(Participant 4)
Participants also share information for the purposes of assisting clients to
experience themselves as part of a larger ecological community. They teach clients about
their interrelatedness with all others and explain the relationships between their personal
issues and larger social and environmental issues:
. . . [I say to my clients], you know, this is how it actually works. This is the
whole, and you’re never apart from the whole, you are always a part of the whole.
(Participant 7)
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To summarize, participants’ ecologically ethical practice is informed by systems
theory and includes approaches that consist of a range of indoor and outdoor activities
designed to support positive change for clients and the larger ecological system. Some of
these approaches are more purely associated with ecological-ethical therapy, such as
connecting with animals and being in nature. Other approaches, such as education and
breathing activities, are associated with more commonly used therapeutic models, for
example, cognitive behavioural therapy. Participants modify these more mainstream
approaches to align with their ecological assumptions, values, and responsibilities to
clients, nature, and the planet.
Challenges and Potential Solutions to Embracing Ecological Ethics
The final main theme that emerged from analyses of the interviews for this study
is participants’ perspectives on ecological ethics in professional contexts. They shared
reflections about challenges they experience in their efforts to practice ecologicallyinformed therapy and their understandings of obstacles to embracing ecological ethics by
the professions. Subthemes that emerged in these data are participants’ experiences of
professionals’ responses toward ecological ethics, which they link with fear of change
and uncertainty, the evidence-based practice movement, education and training,
professional colleges and associations, including codes of ethics, and social factors. Their
reflections also include their suggestions for change and approaches they have used in
their efforts to contribute to positive ecological change in their respective professions.
Colleagues’ and supervisors’ responses. Colleagues’ and supervisors’ responses
toward ecologically-informed practice and environmental issues, more generally, were
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described by participants as a challenge to their ethical practice and a factor in the
therapy professions being slow to embrace ecological ethics.
Participants described their colleagues’ and supervisors’ as often indifferent about
ecological problems and uncertain about the value of ecologically-informed practice:
. . . I have a lot of coworkers who just don’t give a flying F, pardon the
expression, about what’s going on with the planet or to the planet . . . and so I
think for me the difficulty is being around other therapists more so than clients
and having to really explain to them why it is I do what I do. (Participant 6)
In addition to the indifference described above, colleagues and supervisors were
described as sometimes dismissive and mocking of participants’ ecologically-informed
practice:
. . . the biggest obstacle that I have found is that . . . a lot of people don’t really
feel like what I’m saying holds water. I find that people think it’s kind of . . .
new-age’y . . . (Participant 11)
. . . we’re sometimes looked upon as, like, the hippies or not well thought out . . .
[and] I have to feel like I’m explaining myself over and over again to people and,
you know, I’d rather just be doing the work. (Participant 8)
In addition to practice settings, similar attitudes can be found in academic settings,
according to another participant who works in a university context as a full-time faculty
member, published researcher, and practitioner:
. . . [When I started to institute] these practices and started doing more research,
several of my colleagues kind of laughed at it, so just didn’t take it seriously.
(Participant 4)
She also spoke about her attempts to publish research related to ecologically-informed
therapy at academic and professional conferences:
I can’t tell you how many times I’ve submitted to [conferences] to do a workshop
or to have a poster or anything, and it’s been rejected every time. I do think there
are institutional, not just within universities, but institutional within the dominant
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organization, I think there are barriers. I think people . . . don’t take it seriously.
(Participant 4)
Some participants reflected on consequences of colleagues’ responses and spoke
about feeling lonely and isolated in their professional lives:
I would have loved to have been a fly on the wall for the other interviews that
you’ve had, right? . . . just to hear . . . It’s a part of me that feels a little bit, like,
lonely. Do you know what I mean? I don’t have that. I don’t have people around
me that I can talk about this with very much . . . (Participant 2)
They also contrasted colleagues’ and supervisors’ with their clients, supervisees, and
students, who they described as often more connected to and concerned about larger
social and environmental issues than their colleagues:
. . . in many ways my clients are more ahead of where [the profession is]. So
there’s a disconnect between who I’m really working with and my students and
supervisees, and where the field is . . . (Participant 4)
Fear of change and uncertainty. Participants believe the responses described
above are related to professionals’ fear of change and uncertainty:
. . . it could be just that some people don’t like change. Right? And so some
people become fearful when they hear something different because they think, oh
god, am I going to be forced to do things differently now, too, because you are?
Right? . . . You know, I don’t want to sound like a naysayer, but I tend to think
that that is really what, you know, gets stuck for people is that they don’t want to
necessarily have to change or look at the way they do things in a different kind of
light, and sometimes people are so married into whatever it is they’ve bought
into, they don’t necessarily look at how things can be integrative and
incorporative. (Participant 13)
Another source of fear, according to participants, is the uncertainty associated with more
abstract approaches to therapy, which ecological-ethical therapy was described to be. For
instance, several participants described ecologically-informed practice as often spiritual
and metaphysical in nature, rather than purely concrete and technique-driven;
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I think a lot of times [colleagues and supervisors] feel like it’s too abstract, it’s
not a technique . . . (Participant 11)
Participants believe that professionals are often more comfortable with concrete
approaches to practice and their associated observable and measureable practice
outcomes:
If there’s not a demographic or number to stand behind it, then they’ll question it.
If it’s something they don’t know about, or they’re not aware of, they’ll question
it. (Participant 13)
Observable and measurable practice outcomes are largely associated with the
evidence-based practice movement, which is another thread that emerged in this
subtheme. These data are presented next.
The evidence-based practice movement. The current “zeitgeist” (Participant 4)
of the evidence-based practice movement (EBP) was identified as contributing to
professionals’ ambivalence and negative attitudes about ecologically-informed practice.
Briefly, EBP was initially defined as an individualized process of clinical decisionmaking based on an integration of best research evidence, client preferences and values,
and practitioner expertise (Shlonsky & Gibbs, 2004). However, this definition has
gradually narrowed to largely omit client and practitioner factors and is almost
exclusively associated with research evidence gained from randomized control trials
involving manualized treatment protocols (Larner, 2004; Wachtel, 2010). Participants
believe that the EBP movement constrains professionals’ acceptance of ecologicallyinformed therapy and, more generally, the professions from becoming more ecologicallyinclusive:
. . . I think our profession is getting more wrapped up in the idea of evidencebased practice and proving that what we do is worthwhile, and I think that it’s
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going to put us in a dangerous spot because I think a lot of what we do that is
worthwhile is abstract, is difficult to measure, and I don’t think that means we
should stop trying to measure it, but I think that the profession, the way in which
therapy feels like it has to justify itself through working with evidence-based
practices . . . I think it definitely alters the perspective of whether or not
ecologically-informed practices are valuable, because . . . while there is good
research about the benefits of nature, I think that there’s still a lot that is left that
is unexplainable at this point, and our over-valuing of what is explainable versus
what is unexplainable I think is unhelpful . . . we’re starting to over-value data in
some ways . . . the things that can be easily measured and observed . . .
(Participant 11)
A focus group member, who viewed ecologically-informed therapy as potentially
valuable to her palliative clients in a hospital setting, spoke about the barriers she
expected to face if she attempted to introduce the approach to hospital supervisors and
administrators. These barriers are related to the evidence-based practice movement and
also to the growing influence of neoliberalism on health care:
So I feel that in my setting I could introduce this or promote it, but again, it’s
always down to dollars and cents and evidence-based and how would this make a
difference, and I see the tremendous difference it makes, but perhaps, you know,
those who make the most decisions and set budgets and set resources may not
totally embrace it. (FG1 member)
Participants believe that it is important to “creat[e] a professional culture” that is “more
comfortable with the fact that our profession is abstract, that our profession isn’t just a
science” (Participant 11).
While participants believe that quantitative outcome research is over-valued
within the professions, they also believe that ecologically-informed therapy will be better
accepted when more professionals know about the growing body of research evidence
supporting its efficacy:
. . . it’s still new to link ecotherapy to the therapeutic field . . . [when] more of the
research studies are promoted and are out there . . . that’s one of the ways that
people are going to accept it. (Participant 9)
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Education and training. Education and training were described as a having a
significant influence on professional attitudes toward ecologically-informed practice.
Participants believe that many education and training programs perpetuate the status quo
by continuing to focus almost entirely on human wellbeing and interpersonal
relationships:
I . . . was educated with a particular point of view. Never, never any references to
anything outside the mother, child, family, interpersonal, intrapsychic . . .
(Participant 3)
. . . we’re trained . . . that humans are the centre of the universe or the world, at
least, and that’s our frame when we go in to work with people as opposed to the
larger frame . . . I would like . . . that extra circle of the environment and our
impact and it’s in a relationship [to] be a part of our basic training as therapists…
(Participant 9)
A focus group member added that she does not think opportunities to learn about
ecological ethics “are anywhere near mainstream social work pedagogy” (FG1 member).
The gap in training and education on ecological ethics was also implied in
participants’ comments about the benefits of participating in the interviews for this study,
which gave them an opportunity to reflect on and construct their ethical knowledge. For
example, one participant, who is a marriage and family therapist with training in
ecopsychology, said “you are really the first person who has ever made me really sit
with, okay, what are ecological ethics? (Participant 8). Others had this to say:
These interviews are kind of helpful for me, too, because I begin to articulate
things. (Participant 9)
It had never occurred to me before I said it to you. [Chuckle] Well, it was never
something I had ever conceptualized, I guess. I feel like, in my practice I do see
what I do as a small-scale version of what could help the whole world, I guess. I
think that’s something that I derive meaning and purpose from. But I hadn’t really
connected it to on that grand of scale, I don’t think, until just now. (Participant
11)
92

Participants expressed frustration and confusion about why this gap in education
exists. For example, one interviewee questioned the perspectives of educators and
academic administrators and their commitment to meeting the needs of a growing
number of students who are concerned about the planet.
. . . who’s running the social work schools? Are they people who are attached to
the same statistics and the same course over and over, or do they flow, do they
move, are they up on the latest, are they there to evolve or they there to stagnate
and just get [students] out of there? (Participant 10)
She believes that students, who are often concerned about ecological issues, should be
asked for their opinions about “what . . . [they] think the evolution of social work” should
be and that educators and administrators should allow themselves to be influenced by
these perspectives.
Changing how students and professionals are educated and trained could
contribute to updated professional narrative that better includes current world-wide
realities and supports ways of practicing that are better informed by and address these
realities, which one participant described as “practicing in the 21st century” (Participant
3). According to another participant, expanding relationships to include nature and the
larger planet in educational curricula and training would be a relatively easy undertaking
because of systemic foundations upon which her profession is built:
. . . I think that one of the strengths of social work is that, and one of my comfort
levels with it, is that it does see person in environment. So there’s a lot of
potential there . . . I don’t think it’s gotten very far in terms of really grounding it
ecologically, but at least they have what they call, you know, the traditional
ecological perspective, which I think can be extended, and can be elaborated, and
has a lot of the systemic view, right? The systems view, I think, is pretty good.
(Participant 2)
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Some participants spoke about their efforts to address this gap by educating
colleagues and supervisors about ecologically-informed therapy. For example one
participant said that she regularly talks with her colleagues about research demonstrating
the role of nature in improving people’s health and wellbeing:
. . . a lot of times I’ll talk about the transfer of energy between living things and
the fact that we’re all kind of made up of the same sorts of molecules, and kind of
I’ll go kind of science research-based with them just as kind of an educational
point . . . I find that people are the most sold when you can talk about the way that
being out in nature influences cortisol levels and sense of wellbeing and
symptoms of depression and all that. That gets them a little more interested [in
ecotherapy] . . . (Participant 11)
Another participant, whose manager would not permit her to use ecologically-informed
practices in her therapy work, successfully advocated for permission to use these
practices with her agency’s assistant director. She accomplished this by educating the
assistant director about the approach, the related outcome research, and its value to
clients and the agency. She also made a case for it being a billable practice:
I finally went to the assistant director and I wrote a really brief proposal of what
ecopsychology is, why it’s important, why especially with our population it’s
incredibly important, and what we can do to incorporate this into our work while
at the same time being able to bill. (Participant 6)
Participants also teach others about ecologically-informed practice through
academic and professional development training initiatives. For instance, one participant,
who is a faculty member at a university, integrates ecologically-informed therapy in the
curricula she teaches and in her supervision of students. Another participant, who sees
overlap between her ecological-ethics and her understanding of Indigenous healing
practices, teaches therapists who work at community agencies about integrating these
practices into their approach to practice. She also uses these opportunities to teach about
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the relationship between the ethics of ecological practice and culturally-sensitive
practice, including the culturally diverse ways clients’ value and relate to nature:
. . . I’m going to be presenting on how do you blend and integrate traditional and
wholistic healing methodology into Western-based practice . . . I would like to
think that that’s going to change the way people ethically . . . do their work with
clients, how they shape their programs, the attitudes and the views that they have
of who’s coming through their doors, and how do they make it more diverse and
reflective regardless of culture . . . so that it’s reflective of whatever that culture
happens to be that that person is coming to you from. (Participant 13)
Learning from Indigenous communities. Implied in the quotation above is the
value of learning from communities of people with more eco-centric worldviews than the
Euro-Western perspective that dominates the professions. One participant had this to say:
I think I’m quite spiritual. I’ve always been very attuned to people’s energy…So,
you know, with CBT and all the cognitive kinds of therapy, it was just not enough
for me and at [University] they use a wholistic approach, so I was able to take
some courses in Native studies and I really liked the medicine wheel model of
looking at all realms of our life as being equally important, and I’ve actually
incorporated a lot of that into my vicarious trauma presentations about wellness
and how to take care of yourself. (Participant 12)
When the participant, who is quoted below, was asked for her thoughts about
what the therapy professions could do that would make it easier for her to practise more
consistently with her ecological ethics, she said that the professions should be more
“embracing” of diverse worldviews and Indigenous perspectives:
I think [there should be] that willingness to be more embracing. Right? So not
being so stuck inside the box, and knowing that sometimes it comes from
innovation and being able to be innovative in that there are sometimes more ideas
and more ways of attaching and understanding things than just one way, and that
that one way is not always the right way or the only way . . . everything’s so hung
up on being accredited . . . and that’s all fine and dandy . . . but if you can have
the respect [for Native culture] that, hello!, it’s been around for thousands of
years before your accreditation idea . . . then [chuckle] boy!, life would go a lot
farther. I think sometimes people get so hung up on the bureaucracy of things that
they limit themselves, and they limit opportunity. (Participant 13)
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More specifically, participants believe that ecological ethics will be better supported if
Indigenous worldviews are more highly valued by the professions:
. . . I think we need Aboriginal . . . ways of seeing and being, and I’m talking
about the original kind of Aboriginal connection to the land and where rocks have
spirit and water has spirit. We’re not the only inspirited creatures on the planet.
Everything is inspirited, and it has to be related to that way. I think we’re in great
need of what they know . . . (Participant 3)
. . . there was a sense of sustainability that you only take what you need. You use
everything of what you harvest, whether it’s plant or animal, and that everything
is alive, everything it’s related to is alive, and I think that those kinds of
principles are really useful in a healthy ecological approach. (Participant 8)
. . . historically, [Indigenous knowledge] hasn’t been valued . . . So that has to
shift, too. (FG1member)
Therapy’s political voice. Most participants believe that their respective
professional colleges and associations do little to support their ecological ethics. They
located this lack of support within professional norms that are communicated about
therapy practice. For example, one participant believes that the neutrality the therapy
professions aspire is problematic given that professional practice, including ecologicallyinformed therapy, is a value-laden endeavor that communicates particular understandings
of wellbeing, relationships, and how clients’ should live their lives:
. . . I think therapy traditions have steered away from being in any way socially or
politically active, or having a viewpoint . . . I think it’s unethical to ignore that
anymore . . . I just feel like that’s a really important piece to hold onto.
(Participant 8)
Social work participants shared similar sentiments and believe that social work’s
“political voice” needs to be stronger and include stances on environmental issues:
Where I think [social work] falls down is kind of advocating for a certain comfort
level within the middle class. Which I think, again, is a bit unquestioning…Are
we even taking a stance on climate change? Like, as social workers, do we have
any place at the table at all, and why not? You know, we’re the ones talking about
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healthy societies, right? So how come we have no stance on climate change? We
need to take a stance on some of the big issues, like sustainable living…What do
we think about the pipeline? We’re silent on that, right? What is a political voice
for social work? We take stances on some other social issues, so why not on an
environmental issue? (Participant 2)
They also criticized social work for perpetuating the status quo and expressed concern
about the profession perpetuating middle class standards that are conflated with material
wealth, which they believe are unsustainable, unattainable, and ecologically-harmful:
. . . is that what we promote? [That] you’re going to be well when you live a
middle-class lifestyle. I don’t know what that means anymore, ’cause some
people are living hand-to-foot because the notion of the American or North
American dream is so pervasive, that’s all that matters…it’s like, how much do
you really need? (FG2 member)
Codes of ethics. As stated in a previous section, codes of ethics communicate
particular assumptions, values, and principles that guide ethical professional practice.
Individual interview participants’ suggestions on how codes of ethics could be changed
to better support their ecological approach to ethical practice were general rather than
specific in nature, possibly because participants did not remember specifics about how
their codes of ethics are written. For example, when participants were asked for their
suggestions on how codes of ethics could be changed to better reflect their ecological
ethics, they made statements similar to these responses:
Well, I would have to have the code of ethics in front of me, which I didn’t
prepare . . . I’d have to go look for it, I don’t remember. (Participant 9)
. . . if I were to write the code of ethics? I don’t have it in front of me, right? I
guess it’s people-centred, and social work has to be a whole picture. So what I
would ask is does the current social work code of ethics take into consideration
how we serve clients and how that has a ripple effect on…how it affects the
whole planet. (Participant 10)
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Criticisms. Regarding codes of ethics more specifically, none of the participants
suggested that their respective codes of ethics fundamentally contradict their ecological
ethics. One participant, who is a social worker, explicitly expressed satisfaction with her
code of ethics in relation to its fit with her ecological ethics. This participant views the
social work code of ethics and her ecological ethics as “similar”:
I really identify strongly with the 7 Grandfathers’ Teachings, and so within those
teachings I see how they blend in with a Western view of what our social work
ethics are, and in being able to follow and lead a lifestyle that is mirroring of
those, it falls directly in with our social work ethics. (Participant 13)
According to the Traditional Teachings Handbook (2008), the 7 Grandfathers’ Teachings
are:
. . . gifts of knowledge [given] by the Seven Grandfathers. These gifts were to
help the people live a good life and to respect the Creator, the Earth and each
other. We have learned how to take care of Mother Earth. In our care for Mother
Earth, we have learned to apply these gifts to families, communities, ourselves,
and to all things.
In other words, the Teachings “implicitly instruct us to honour all of Creation, and in a
very real sense the honouring means to ‘serve each other’” (Benton-Banai, 2010, p. 84).
The Teachings promote “respect” and “honesty” (Benton-Banai, 2010; Nabigon, 2006)
that are also important principles in professional ethics.
While there may be similarities between the 7 Grandfather’s teachings and social
work ethics, the Teachings provide a more complex and broader framework that is more
inclusive of the ecology. There are also similarities and differences between participants’
therapy practice and Indigenous healing practices of integrating nature (T. B. Leduc,
personal communication, March 29, 2018). As mentioned above, participants who invite
clients to hold rocks do so to help clients feel calmer and more present. Rocks also
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feature in Indigenous healing practices, but in more complex ways. For example, in
sweatlodge ceremonies, rocks represent the spirits of the 7 Grandfathers (T. B. Leduc,
personal communication, March 29, 2018; Benton-Banai, 2010; Nabigon, 2006) and,
according to Nabigon (2006), “the rock symbolizes my powers – the power to think, to
make decisions, to command, and control myself” (p. 112).
However, the remaining participants were explicitly critical of codes of ethics
because of their general failure to provide an ecologically-inclusive understanding of
ethical practice:
I think what’s difficult for me is that the codes only have to do with a human
being, it doesn’t translate to other beings . . . and . . . what therapists do is make
connections. So it’s sometimes frustrating to me how we don’t make the
connection between our clients and not only their human relatives, but their nonhuman relatives. (Participant 6)
[Regarding] social work ethics . . . all the values are there that I hold dear,
important, but nonetheless, [it is] still part of that kind of Western anthropocentric
human focus . . . and how does all of these ethics and values of ours serve the
planetary community? (Participant 3)
Participants believe that codes of ethics should be expanded to be “more inclus[ive] of
larger ecological systems” and “phrased in such a way where we could have things that
broaden relationships and relational understanding” (Participant 4). Another participant
had this to say:
. . . from my point of view a code of ethics would start with an ecological ethic.
That’s where it would start, because that’s where we start as a being. (Participant
3)
When these perspectives were shared with the focus groups, one member
expressed her pessimism about the College of Social Work taking steps in the near future
to incorporate an ecological perspective in its ethical standards:
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I don’t think the [College] is ready for all of it, but I think maybe over time it will
. . . I find [it] very toothless. And very white middle class. (FG2 member)
Another reason for social work’s slowness to embrace ecological ethics may stem from
pressures to attain and maintain professional status and identity by conforming to
anthropocentric normative standards that govern the helping professions:
[The social work profession has] been so obsessed with trying to carve out our
professional niche, I think, that we have taken . . . a real step away from seeing
the bigger picture and even working towards getting a more sophisticated and
inclusive view of our social ethics that would include environmentalism. I just
feel like we’re moving away from discussing the bigger picture, period, and more
towards our own professionalism and our own image . . . (Participant 2)
Despite these pressures, participants believe that adopting ecological ethics is
necessary if social work is to “continue to be relevant” (FG1 member). Participants
believe that an ecological shift in the therapy professions would legitimize ecologicallyinformed therapy in their everyday approach to ethical practice:
If codes of ethics changed . . . it would be one more way for me to introduce to
the client, beyond just [initial therapy] assessments, “here are other ways that
ecology comes up in my profession”, right? “I have an ethical mandate to enquire
about these larger contextual experiences that you’re having.” (Participant 4)
. . . we would be able to actually very clearly take a stance on things like an
inclusive social health model that includes environmental health as a human right
. . . I wouldn’t feel like I was going outside of the bounds of my profession or
tiptoeing around to mention that hey! you know, this is really important that we
address these issues, you know, on a broader scale. (Participant 2)
They also believe that ecologically-informed codes of ethics have the potential to not
only transform the professions, but society, as well:
I think if our code of ethics expanded to consider . . . the greater context . . . if the
governing bodies that be decided that actually we were a part of the bigger system
and that keeping all that context in mind would be good [and] a positive thing,
then maybe it would shift the way that therapists think and work with their
clients, and perhaps it would have a cultural or societal shift about who we are on
this planet and how we go about living here. (Participant 11)
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It’s not the whales that are destroying this place, it’s not the trees that are
destroying the place, it’s not the birds; it’s us, and we’ve got to take responsibility
and that’s the eco-justice right there. That’s the reason we need to change our
ethics to include our planet, because it’s time, it’s evolutionary time to stop
raping and pillaging it . . . and I think that from an evolutionary perspective, or
look at it from a spiritual perspective . . . It’s just time, it’s just time for us to
evolve out of that now. (Participant 10)
Social context. Implied in some of the above quotations is the influence of social
and political environments on participants’ practice and on their professions, in general.
For instance, one participant said she feels “limited by modern day cultural and societal
expectations” (Participant 11), and these experiences were attributed to the “stigma [and]
stereotypes” (FG1 member) and “risk” associated with ecologically-informed therapy
given that environmental issues have become “so politicized” (Participant 4). In addition,
Western lifestyle trends have increasingly separated people from the rest of nature and
have socialized people to discount the value of nature:
. . . we now don’t walk [in nature], don’t get the physical exercise, you know, all
of the stuff I could tell you that we know that we associate with post-industrial
life. And we’re becoming brainwashed as societies into the idea that technology
replaces nature, and that we can substitute little bits of nature, the holiday once
every 2 years, or once every year . . . it’s not sufficient [for human wellbeing].
(Participant 5)
More fundamentally, the growing disconnection between humanity and the natural
ecology threatens human existence:
. . . we are gifted with a natural set of attributes which come from our
evolutionary past and have survived with us because that’s what’s helped us
survive. We’re gradually losing a lot of those, some of them are walking, being in
contact with nature, working with nature, working with our hands, being together
in groups, sharing things, meals. This is fulfilling something in human beings that
actually most of us don’t even realize, but we throw them away at our peril. And
modern life has thrown a lot of this away, you know . . . These are natural things
that bind societies and help keep minds healthy, and we’re depriving ourselves of
them. (Participant 5)
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These trends were attributed to the ongoing influence of Cartesian philosophy and
the values and assumptions associated with the Industrial Revolution, which construct
human progress in terms economic wealth, material gain, and separation from and
domination over nature:
. . . Descartes and the whole idea of the Industrial Revolution . . . it’s easy to have
a factory that makes thousands and thousands and thousands of dollars in the
Industrial Revolution if people think that things are things, you can do whatever
you want to them . . . you don’t have to care about this person, it’s just a thing.
Animals don’t feel. If you’ve studied anything about Descartes, you know that
animals don’t have feelings so you can do whatever you want to them.
(Participant 10)
One participant suggested that there needs to be “a whole shift in the Western
mindset” and “a profound reversal in our perspectives on ourselves and the universe that
needs to happen . . . from individualism, dualism . . . [and] the human as exceptional”
(Participant 3). This transformation would be facilitated if the professions embraced
ecological ethics:
. . . is an important way to combat what’s developed in modern Western society individualism and consumerism and materialism and everything . . . the values of
modern society . . . (FG1member)
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Chapter 4
Discussion
This chapter examines the research findings in relation to the literature on
ecological ethics and human-nature relationships, with the aim of answering the research
questions articulated in chapter 2. In the first four sections I consider the theoretical
underpinnings of ecological ethics, discuss ecological ethics for social work therapy
practice and ways social workers can incorporate ecological ethics into their practice,
suggest systemic changes that can support an ecological shift in the profession, and
locate the findings and scholarship within national and international contexts. In the fifth
section, I draw from theory and the findings to propose changes to the Canadian
Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics (CASW, 2005a).
Ecological Ethics – Theoretical Perspectives
Ecological ethics, from the perspectives of participants in this study, involves
practice theory, contexts, and strategies that aim to cultivate clients’ connection to nature
for their wellbeing and the wellbeing of the planet. These ethics assume and value
interconnection, interdependency, wholistic understandings of wellbeing, care,
ecospirituality, and ecological justice. They emphasize policy and practice changes to
reconnect the profession with nature, other humans, and the planet. These findings are
consistent with the growing theoretical and empirical literature about the relationship
between humans and the larger ecology.
Bridging binaries. Ecological ethics, according to the findings, opens space for
participants to challenge dualistic hierarchical thinking maintained by the modernist
paradigm that continues to dominate social work and society (Bell, 2012; Boetto, 2017;
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Coates, 2003). Ecological ethics assumes unity among all parts of the ecology, bridging
the space between binary constructs. Instead of viewing nature as “other”, a mere
backdrop to human life and an object or resource to meet human needs, participants
decentre humanity and challenge assumptions of human superiority (Berger & Kelly,
1993; Besthorn, 2012; Besthorn & McMillen, 2002; Coates, 2003; Curry, 2011). Humans
are perceived as one with nature, yet have unique capacities and responsibilities to act as
stewards of it (Berger & Kelly, 1993).
Ecological ethics bridges the space between universality and particularity;
humanity’s interdependency with the Earth is a universal reality, yet openness to
complexity and uncertainty permits an approach to practice that is informed by the
unique and diverse relationships in which clients are embedded. Multiple ways of
knowing are valued, making space for diverse human communities and ecosystems
(Coates et al., 2006).
Individuality is understood in the context of community, including the natural
community that sustains all life and upon which human rights depend (Berger & Kelly,
1993; Buzzelli, 2008; Coates, 2003, 2004; Gray & Coates, 2012). Rather than assuming
that human growth and wellbeing are attained through increasing individuation and
independence, participants’ understand these processes in the context of connection
(Gergen, 2001; Gray & Coates, 2013; Held, 2006); human growth is attained when
people learn about and are guided by their sense of deep connection and care for nature
(Besthorn, 2012; Gray & Coates, 2013).
Participants blend justice for humans and nature in a manner that can help clients
connect with nature in order to limit extreme levels of consumption and reduce inequality
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and harm (Coates, 2003; Curry, 2011). Ecological ethics also creates space for blending
modern science with diverse sources of knowledge and wisdom to better understand
complex ecological relationships and contribute to the wellbeing of all (Suzuki et al.,
2007). Ecological ethics assumes a reality independent of human knowledge, which is
mediated through culture and language (Curry, 2011). In addition, ecological ethics
allows blending of reason and emotion, which can motivate participants to care about
nature and the ecological systems upon which all life depends.
Ecologizing social work theory and practice. Ecological ethics share
assumptions, values, and commitments forwarded by social work scholars calling for
“radical reorientation” (Besthorn, 2014) of the profession and the embrace of ecological
relationships in ethics, theory, and practice (Berger & Kelly, 1993; Besthorn, 2014;
Boetto, 2017; Coates, 2003; Gray & Coates, 2013; Lysack, 2010; Zapf, 2009). These
scholars suggest that social work has much to learn from ecological approaches that
embrace human-nature unity, interdependence, diversity and inclusivity, and the
sacredness of the Earth, such as ecofeminism (Besthorn & McMillen, 2002; Coates &
Gray, 2012), deep ecology (Besthorn, 2012; Ungar, 2002), ecopsychology (Besthorn,
2014), Indigenous worldviews (Coates, Gray, & Hetherington, 2006; Gray & Coates,
2013), and eco-spirituality (Besthorn et al., 2010; Gray & Coates, 2013). Learning from
these approaches can assist social workers “to be more mindful of the importance of
community and responsibility for others in program development and delivery, and be
more politically aware and active in the pursuit of justice for all” (Gray & Coates, 2013,
p. 362).
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The wholistic view of participants reflects a “new story” informed by the
“question of the proper relationship of humans with the Earth” (Gray & Coates, 2013, p.
360) and suggests what might be possible if social work shifts away from modernism
(Berger & Kelly, 1993; Besthorn, 2014; Bowles et al., 2016; Coates, 2003; Gray &
Coates, 2012; Zapf, 2009). For social work participants and scholars, this shift is
necessary if the profession is to remain relevant (Bell, 2012; Berger & Kelly, 1993;
Besthorn, 2014; Zapf, 2009); making it a more “welcoming” space for anti-racist and
culturally-sensitive practice (Coates et al., 2006) and better at helping to manage the
widespread social and personal consequences of the growing climate crisis.
Similar to participants’ perspectives on the interconnection between human rights
and environmental rights, scholars such as Besthorn and McMillen, (2002), Coates
(2004), Gray and Coates (2012), and Hawkins (2010) perceive that social work’s
inclusion of the natural environment in its conceptions of justice is necessary given that
systemic forces responsible for human oppression are also at play in relation to
environmental degradation. Ecological ethics offers social work a framework for
expanding the concept of person-in-environment to include the natural environment and
can help strengthen its commitment to social justice (Hayward, Miller, & Shaw, 2013;
Zapf, 2009). Hayward et al. (2013), refer to this as “ecologizing the notion of
environment for social work” (p. 252). The term is also being used by scholars in the
fields of education, politics, sociology, and business to refer to processes of
contextualizing practices and understandings within larger systems. I was unable to find
a specific definition of “ecologize” or “ecologizing” in the academic literature (see Affifi,
Blenkinsop, Humphreys, & Joldersma, 2017; Hayward, et al. 2013; Latour, 1998).
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However, a Google search using the terms “definition ecologize” resulted in a precise
definition that also fits well with my understandings of the data:
“Ecologize is a profound upgrading of existing practices in the light of our
present insights in what ecology means. Ecologizing current ways of living and
organizing, is to put all what we do, think, and feel in the context of the whole to
which we belong, the global culture, the Earth.”
This definition is associated with a website created by two psychologists, Sterckx and
Vandamme (2015), devoted to assisting professionals to ecologize their work and lives.
The authors describe ecologize as a transformational professional movement that
involves integrating a wholistic worldview into ethics, spirituality, learning, and practice.
Ecological ethics challenges what it means to be an ‘ethical’ therapist in light of
the reality that humans are deeply embedded in ecological relationships (Besthorn,
2012). Participants’ approaches to integrating ecological ethics into their practice
involves resisting organizational and social pressures, which, according to participants
and scholars, tend to individualize problems and promote solutions that, to the degree
they focus on relationships at all, focus only on human relationships (Besthorn, 2002b;
Gray & Coates, 2012; Prilleltensky, Walsh-Bowers, & Rossiter, 1999). In this ecological
approach, serving humanity, the raison d’etre of social work, includes the very system
upon which human health, wellbeing, and survival relies - the planet.
Being guided by ecological values does not make a therapist a “radical”, a fear
expressed by participants and a possible factor in why social work has been slow to
embrace ecological ethics, since challenging the status quo could potentially harm the
status and credibility of the profession. According to participants, ecologically ethical
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practice does mean being a “valued therapist” who embraces the reality that all therapy is
value-laden (Fernhoff, 2001) and is aware of and open to critically examining their
values and their impact on the goals therapists have for clients, self, and society.
Professional power is used, not to impose ideals about wellbeing onto clients, but to coconstruct with clients beliefs about wellbeing that expand beyond the self, consumerist
values, and material gain. Therapists who are guided by ecological ethics respect client
individuality and autonomy and, at the same time, remain connected to their personal and
professional values, and understandings of wellbeing and care (Blumer, Hertlein, & Fife,
2012).
Connections with alternative ethical approaches. The findings suggest that
ecological ethics overlap with alternative ethical approaches including virtue and
feminist ethics of care (Hugman, 2005; Hull, 2005; Sandler, 2013). Ecologically virtuous
practitioners demonstrate the “moral capacities” that enable them to act in ways that
sustain the environment (Thiele, 1999) such as “being rightly oriented toward nature”
(Hursthouse, 2007, p. 164). In addition, the findings suggest that practitioners should be
able to demonstrate the virtue of practical wisdom, which involves a blending of reason,
intuition, and experience, to appreciate the complex interdependency of their clients’
wellbeing, environmental health, and practice contexts when making practice decisions
(Banks & Gallagher, 2009; Hull, 2005). For example, several participants spoke about
relying on their reasoning, intuition, and experience, rather than following rigid therapy
techniques and procedures, in their efforts to respond to clients’ needs. But more than
simply responding to clients’ needs, they are responding to ecological contexts by being
open to and allowing their approach to be informed by what nature is offering.
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Feminist ethics of care suggests that the rights-based ethics of deontology and
consequentialism that continue to underscore society and the social work profession are
insufficient to meet the needs of vulnerable and marginalized individuals and
communities. This is because they do not require us to go beyond the “moral minimum”
of impartially following universal rules and principles of respecting people’s basic rights
to be treated equally and fairly. Feminist ethics of care suggest that our institutions and
practices should be underscored by relational assumptions and caring values, which
support a more responsive, collaborative, and contextual approach to meeting the diverse,
dynamic, and particular needs and interests of vulnerable others. In addition, like
feminist ethics of care, ecological ethics recognizes that the majority of relationships are
involuntary and do not always occur among equal and rational individuals. Instead, they
occur among individuals who are embedded in community and who have differing
capacities in being able to choose what happens to them (Cockburn, 2005; Curtin, 1991;
Held, 2006; Tronto, 2010).
Ecological Ethics and Social Work Therapy Practice
Arguably, most therapists would not be against including the environment in their
therapy practice. However, participants’ believe that many are less systemic than they
could and should be. Participants strive and seem to have made gains in meeting the
challenge of “recogniz[ing] and articulat[ing] the role of nature in their day-to-day
practice” (Coates & Gray, 2012, p. 235). In so doing participants challenge the
expectations about what “therapy is all about”, “how therapeutic conversations should
go”, and that the only relationship that matters is the relationship between client and
therapist (McNamee, 2015, p. 426). Instead of remaining within the limits of current
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human-centric and individualistic models of therapy that dominate social work, they
“address individual problems while, at the same time, reconnecting humans to the natural
environment” (Miller et al., 2012, p. 273). Cultivating this consciousness may be thought
of as constructing particular “moral orders” (McNamee, 2015) about what is right and
wrong and good and bad in relation to the ecology.
Participants’ ecological view of human growth and wellbeing shares similarities
with eudemonic wellbeing developed by Riff (1989, in Trigwell et al., 2014), which
includes self-acceptance, a sense of personal agency, meaning and purpose, and positive
relationships with others. Gray (2011) suggests that this is problematic because of its
similarities to neoliberalism; both have individualistic underpinnings and place
responsibility for personal health and social change on the individual. It inadequately
account for structural inequalities, such as poverty and oppressive policies that limit
people’s freedom and autonomy to pursue these more abstract notions of wellbeing
(Gray, 2011). In addition, this conceptualization of wellbeing is more suitable for “postmaterialist” societies where the majority of people have their basic survival needs met
and have the luxury to pursue these aspects of wellbeing (Gray, 2011). However, the
participants’ approach more directly deals with structural inequalities because their ethics
also incorporates an ecological view congruent with Besthorn’s assertion that human
growth and wellbeing includes “widening one’s sense of self-identification with others –
family, friends, communities, the human species and every dimension of non-human life”
(Besthorn, 2012, p. 252). Participants aim to cultivate clients’ “healthy interdependence,
not independence” (Kanner, 2014, p. 76).
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The findings suggest that ecologically ethical therapy practice involves resisting
pressures to use a one-size-fits-all approach with clients. Instead, therapy is tailored to
meet clients’ diverse ways of being and the particular contexts that shape clients’ lives
(Fine & Turner, 1991; McNamee, 2015). This approach to practice can support a
dialectical or both-and position in therapy that incorporates modernist and postmodern
therapy approaches. This blending can allow for dynamic and complex approaches to
practice because it makes available “many languages” (Larner, 2008) for constructing
experience of self, others, including nature, and ecological relationships. Deciding
whether and how nature is integrated into therapy is a collaborative decision between
client and therapist, which requires curiosity and openness on the part of therapists.
While participants believe it is likely that outdoor therapy is more powerful than
indoor therapy, given the immediate and immersive connection with nature it provides,
office-based therapy that includes connections to nature can also be healing. Reviews of
ecotherapy research by Chalquist (2009) and Kamitsis and Simmonds (2017) have found
that indoor counselling settings that provide clients with opportunities to experience and
connect with nature positively affect clients’ mental health. Social work can integrate
outdoor therapy over time, but until then, social work therapists can bring nature into the
office through the questions they ask (Blumer et al., 2012; Greenleaf et al., 2014; White
& Epston, 1990), the themes they listen for, respond to, and “thicken”, and the nature
metaphors they use (White & Epston, 1990). Social work therapists can also integrate
nature-based mindfulness and other meditation activities, have natural objects and
images of nature available in their offices, invite clients to interact with nature that is in
the office, and assign nature-based homework activities (Bowles et al., 2016; Harris,
111

2009; Kamitsis & Simmonds, 2017). Empirical studies by authors such as Blumer et al.,
(2012) and Kamitsis and Simmonds (2017) show the creative ways social work therapists
can facilitate nature-connection during their in-office sessions.
The findings and literature also suggest that intrapersonal practices may support
social workers to develop their ecological ethics. Because ecological ethics requires that
social workers tolerate the painful experiences associated with knowing about the harm
being caused to the planet, social workers who cultivate their openness and tolerance of
emotional pain and uncertainty may be better able to “find the energy, courage, humour,
motivation, compassion, and clarity to find constructive responses to the crisis of modern
times” (Fisher, 1996, p. 25). In addition, social workers can cultivate their ecospirituality to deepen their sense of care and respect for nature (Besthorn, 2002a; Lysack,
2012), practice meditation to help manage painful emotions (Brown & Kasser, 2005;
Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Doherty et al., 2009), and dialogue with others about
ecological issues and their approach to ecologically-informed practice (Besthorn, 2002b)
for the purposes of learning and support.
Ethical decision-making is never bias-free; social workers are supposed to be
favourably disposed towards their clients and their practice is supposed to benefit clients.
Social workers, like the participants in this study, are also embedded in webs of
relationship and have multiple allegiances. They are therefore influenced by the needs
and interests of supervisors, colleagues, employers, professional organizations, and
funders. Some of these pressures are overt; for example, participants spoke about having
to meet specific service goals and needing to economically justify their approach to
practice. Other pressures remain in the background, covertly influencing decisions on all
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levels. For example, participants expressed concern about the current “zeitgeist” of the
evidence-based practice movement and the overvaluing of what is “explainable and…can
be easily observed and measured”. These sentiments reflect scholars’ concerns about
“scientiz[ing]” trends that reflect efforts to eliminate the “ambiguity, indeterminacy, and
uncertainty” that are “core” to social work practice and allow for creative and innovative
developments in the profession (Parton, 2000, p. 430; also see Pollack & Rossiter, 2010).
Pressures to utilize therapy models that are ‘evidence-based’ can bias practitioners
towards using these models with little consideration as to whether they are effective and
respectful ways to address particular problems and help unique clients.
Rather than assuming that social workers should and can be impartial to these
webs of influence, social workers should be supported to practice ‘critical-partiality’ 8,
which involves the critical evaluation of the multiple factors that influence their ethical
decision-making. This evaluation should be informed by knowledge of larger social
contexts that create and maintain oppressive power relations and dominant
understandings of ‘ethical’ social work practice (Held, 2006; Rosenau, 1992). In

8

I am utilizing this term in an effort to capture the sentiments raised by scholars (for example, Held (2006)

and Warren (2000) who problematize the concept of “impartiality” and the associated assumptions that the
ideal moral agent is bias-free, able to objectively perceive reality, and able to apply moral rules in the same
way in all situations. According to these scholars, constructing the ideal moral agent as impartial fails to
recognize that ethical reasoning is influenced by a multitude of factors, including values, emotions, care,
and loyalty, all of which are located within larger contexts of relationship with particular others who have
particular needs and interests.
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addition, this evaluation should take place in a professional system of theories, policies,
and practices that: delimit the boundaries of social work to include the ecology; address
clients’ needs on long-term and abstract levels, in addition to immediate and concrete
levels; and can respond to dynamic social and environmental contexts. These changes
would support social workers to ethically navigate complex practice contexts and often
competing pressures and values, especially in light of so much environmental and social
change.
Creating Systemic Change
As suggested above, individual social work therapists can embrace ecologically
ethical practice and contribute to an ecological shift in the profession and society,
however systemic changes within the field are needed. These changes should be based on
the recognition that social workers’ ethical approaches are influenced by competing
forces and pressures (McKinnon, 2008; Peeters, 2012). Social workers who are involved
in teaching, training, and policy development also have a role to play.
Teaching ecological ethics. Participants identified education, in the form of
workshops and formal education, as important in contributing to an ecological shift in the
profession. This finding is consistent with growing calls to ecologize education, which is
a process of transitioning to wholistic, relational, and eco-centric foundations in
education theory, research, and practice in order to reflect the interconnection of
humanity and nature and the reality that humans are “immersed in, responsible to, and
reliant upon the world around us” (Affifi, et al., 2017, p. 229).
More specifically social work scholars suggest that social work should strive for a
“deep transformation” to social work education that aims to help students become
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“ecologically conscious, critically informed, and actively involved planetary citizens
whose first objective is to ensure the survival of the planet and only then to determine
how social work theory, research, and practice can help inform and shape this
overarching purpose” (Besthorn, 2014, p. 205; also see Besthorn, 2003; Gray & Coates,
2015; Hayward et al., 2013; Nesmith & Smyth, 2015; Ramsay & Boddy, 2016; Teixeira
& Krings, 2015). Social work education should “encourage curiosity” about our takenfor-granted approach to therapy and social work ethics, including codes of ethics
(McNamee, 2015). Students should be taught about the link between social justice and
environmental justice and that the impact of environmental degradations are experienced
most acutely by the marginalized and oppressed citizens of the planet who often have
fewer resources to mitigate the consequences (Besthorn, 2014). Education should help
students develop a sense of their deep connectedness with the planet, which, according to
Lysack (2010) includes developing an emotional bond with nature, hope that positive
change is possible, a vision of a future worthy of “sustained and sacrificial struggle”, and
ecological values and a moral responsibility for others.
According to Bowers (2012), educators should be careful to avoid perpetuating
the assumption that students, and all individuals, are “autonomous, rationally selfdirected moral agents” (p. 302). This assumption is perpetuated through reified
educational aims, such as students “think[ing] for themselves”, as though how and what
they think is unrelated to historical and political processes (Bowers, 2012). Instead,
educators should be cultivating students’ ‘ecological intelligence’ by discussing how
students’ thinking is located within historical and political processes, and by discussing
the role of dominant values, language, and metaphors in contributing to the
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environmental crisis and the further oppression and exploitation of disadvantaged and
marginalized people locally and globally (Bowers, 2012; Teixeira & Krings, 2015).
Teaching about human development, for example, should involve a critical
approach to understanding human growth and wellbeing. It should challenge the idea of
pure autonomy and rationality, and should teach students about humanity’s relational
ontology, the benefits of contact with nature on human health, the value of caring for
nature on wellbeing, and humanity’s dependence on a healthy planet. Referring to the
positivist research that demonstrates the interrelationship between human and planetary
wellbeing is one way to begin the change because positivist research is highly valued in
social work (Besthorn, 2014) and within many organizations that employ social workers.
At the same time, we need to be prepared to challenge colleagues, supervisors, and
employers to think outside the positivist box. This can be accomplished by revealing and
challenging taken-for-granted assumptions about what exists and matters. We can discuss
alternative methodologies, ways of knowing, and relating with others that are equally
valid and can guide us in our efforts to transform the profession and society.
Educators developing and updating course curricula should be encouraged to
open themselves to learning from others about ways to integrate the ecology into their
course material (Lysack, 2013). We should be learning about how ecological ethics,
ecologically-informed therapy practice, and ecologically-informed community practice
are taught by professionals from Indigenous social work and ecopsychology, which are
ahead of social work in terms of their ecological evolution. We should be learning from
Indigenous communities and educators from Indigenous social work programs at, for
example, Laurentian University and Wilfrid Laurier University, about how to teach
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students and professionals about our proper relationship with the planet (Boetto, 2017;
Gray & Coates, 2013; Hill, 2014). We should integrate students’ ecological concerns and
visions for social work.
I previously discussed that participants use an integrative approach to therapy,
which can allow therapists to better meet clients’ diverse needs and ways of being. I
believe dominant therapy approaches need to be re-evaluated and transformed since
“most current therapeutic models continue to reinforce the prevailing value structure that
encourages us to think of ourselves as exquisitely rational, primarily independent, and
therefore ultimately superior” (Besthorn, Wulff, & St. George, 2010, p. 25). Future and
currents social work therapists should be invited to think about the assumptions that
underscore therapy models and their potential consequences for perpetuating the status
quo or challenging it. In relation to Cognitive Behaviour Therapy, for example, educators
can discuss “cognitive distortions” in the context of social norms that promote extreme
notions of individuality and autonomy, and undervalue the role of emotion and
relationship in how people experience reality.
The potential of Gaia for social work. Concepts that emerged in the analysis
share similarities with the systemic framework of Gaia theory. For example, participants
spoke about the self-sustaining and life-giving qualities of the Earth and humanity’s
place within it. They also spoke about the need to strive for a more respectful, caring, and
harmonious relationship with the Earth and non-human life, and the importance of
cultivating a foundation of gratitude, concern, loyalty, and reverence for the Earth in
ourselves and others.
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Social work ethics that remain largely individualistic and humanistic will be illequipped to support our ecological transition; embracing a Gaia worldview can assist us
to reconceive our purpose and adopt values that prioritize the wellbeing of the Whole
(Midgley, 2000) and better reflect and communicate the complex system of nested
ecologies and reciprocal relationships upon which all life depends (Lovelock, 2000;
Midgley, 2000; Waddock, 2011). However, the Earth does not need humans the way
humans need it. Regardless of whether or not social work answers the call to include the
environment in its system of values and principles, the planet, as a self-sustaining system,
will continue on with or without us (Curry, 2011; Lovelock, 2000; Midgley, 2000).
I have discussed ways that social workers can contribute to positive ecological
change, however caution must be taken to avoid placing sole responsibility onto
individuals for creating change within themselves, the profession, and society as if we
are free to make decisions in a vacuum independent of context and as if there is an
absence of conflicting pressures and expectations (Weinberg, 2004 ). As the findings
suggest, larger social contexts are important factors in influencing participants’ practice
and the profession’s willingness to embrace ecological ethics.
Social Context
It seems to me that a great deal has changed since beginning this dissertation
approximately 5 years ago; media coverage of the impacts of the growing climate crisis
seem to have grown as well as the recognition of humanity’s interdependency with
nature. There has also been growing success of neoliberalism and ethno-nationalist
movements (Pazzanese, 2017), resulting in more divisive, isolationist, and oppressive
government policies and rhetoric. Environmentally-exploitative practices continue
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seemingly unabated under the guise of ‘progress’. A recent report shows that Canada’s
wildlife has decreased by 50% since 1970 because of habitat depletion as a result of
human encroachment (WWF, 2017). I have sometimes felt distressed and hopeless about
our ability to meet the challenge of stemming the climate crisis.
At other times, I have felt hopeful because the ecological movement seems to be
growing. Governments in countries that are particularly vulnerable to the effects of
climate change, such as Bolivia and Ecuador, have passed unprecedented laws that grant
nature the same rights to exist as humans. In wealthier countries, similar shifts are taking
place. For example, the Whanganui River in New Zealand was granted the same legal
rights as a person to flourish. Even in the United States, which recently withdrew from
the Paris Climate Accord, lawyers, judges, environmentalists, scientists, and citizens are
fighting to have nature granted legal rights to exist and flourish (Smith & Mak, 2017).
And in Canada, which does not yet recognize the human right to a healthy environment
(compared with 110 other countries who have) there is a growing movement to change
this reality (Suzuki, n.d.).
Given these contexts, ecologizing Canadian social work is a risky undertaking.
Our transformation will require courage to resist professional and social pressures to
maintain the status quo. The participants in this study are leading the way and social
work therapists would be wise to learn from them and allow themselves to be inspired by
what they have been able to accomplish.
What can social work learn?: Ecologizing the CASW Code of Ethics
The findings and literature have led to key learnings about ways social workers
can contribute to ecologizing the profession: integrate environmental considerations in
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practices; support each other to grow professionally in new ways; broaden academic
curricula and professional learning programs to include wholistic approaches to
understanding justice and wellbeing; accept that human wellbeing extends to include the
natural world; value nature in its own right; and change our codes of ethics to better
reflect and attune social workers to ecological assumptions, values, and principles.
Below, I aim to answer the second question guiding this research: “What can social work
learn from ecological ethics that could potentially inform social work codes of ethics?”
Participants did not make suggestions about specific wording that could reflect
how their respective codes of ethics can be changed to better reflect ecological ethics.
However, the themes and perspectives in the findings, along with ideas made by scholars
such as Berger and Kelly (1993), Boetto (2017), and Gray and Coates (2012), allow me
to suggest potential changes to the next iteration of the CASW Code of Ethics. The next
iteration of the code should emerge from a more ecologically-informed critique of who
benefits and who is harmed by the assumptions and values they perpetuate (Bauman,
2009; Gergen, 2001; Gray & Coates, 2012; McNamee, 2015; Weinberg, 2008).
The CASW (2005a) code is organized into a list of values, with corresponding
principles, that vary in terms of their focus. For example, the first value pertains to
ethical practice with individual clients, while later ones are oriented towards larger
systems, including social justice and the social work profession. Below I speculate about
possible changes that can be made to expand the CASW Code of Ethics to include the
natural world. These changes are underlined.
Value 1: Respect for the Inherent Dignity and Worth of Persons, Nature, and the Ecology

120

Social work is founded on a long-standing commitment to respect the inherent dignity
and individual worth of all persons. Social work recognizes that respect for human
dignity and worth is interdependent with respect for nature and the ecology. When
required by law to override a client’s wishes, social workers take care to use the
minimum coercion required. Social workers recognize and respect the diversity of
Canadian and global society, taking into account the breadth of differences that exist
among individuals, families, groups and communities, in human and nonhuman realms.
Social workers uphold the human rights of individuals and groups as expressed in The
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (1982) and the United Nations Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the International Federation of Social Workers
Statement of Ethical Principles (IFSW, 2012b), and the Rights of Mother Earth (2011):
Principles:
•

Social workers respect the unique worth and inherent dignity of all
people and other members of the global ecological community, and uphold
human rights and the rights of nature.

•

Social workers uphold each person’s right to self-determination, consistent
with that person’s capacity and with the rights of others in the global
ecological community.

•

Social workers respect the diversity among individuals in Canadian
society and the right of individuals to their unique beliefs consistent with
the rights of others in the global ecological community.

•

Social workers respect the client’s right to make choices based on
voluntary, informed consent.
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•

Social workers who have children as clients determine the child’s ability to
consent and where appropriate, explain to the child and to the child’s
parents/guardians, the nature of the social worker’s relationship to the child.

•

Social workers uphold the right of society to impose limitations on the selfdetermination of individuals, when such limitations protect individuals from
self-harm and from harming others, including non-human others.

•

Social workers uphold the right of every person human and non-human to be
free from violence and threat of violence.

•

Social workers recognize that justice, peace, and the integrity of our shared
natural world are indivisible from human rights and wellbeing.

Value 2: Pursuit of Social Ecological Justice
Social workers believe in the obligation of people, individually and collectively, to
provide resources, services, and opportunities for the overall benefit of humanity and
the natural world and to afford them protection from harm. Social workers promote
social fairness and the equitable distribution of resources and. They recognize that
exploitative environmental practices are depleting Earth’s resources and are causing
harm to the Earth, humans, and other inhabitants of the planet. Social workers act to
reduce barriers and expand choice for all persons, with special regard for those who are
marginalized, disadvantaged, vulnerable, and/or have exceptional needs. Social workers
oppose prejudice and discrimination against any person or group of persons individuals
and communities, on any grounds, and specifically challenge views and actions that
stereotype particular persons individuals or groups.
Principles:
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•

Social workers uphold the right of people to have access to resources to
meet basic human needs, and strive to balance this right with upholding the
right of nature to exist and flourish.

•

Social workers advocate for fair and equitable access to public services and
benefits and to safe social and natural environments.

•

Social workers advocate for equal treatment and protection under the law
and challenge ecological injustices, especially injustices that affect the
vulnerable and disadvantaged.

•

Social workers promote sustainable social development and environmental
management development in the interests of all people members of the
planetary community. Social workers are guided by the knowledge that all
aspects of their practice can have immediate and long-term, local and global
impacts on human and non-human others.

Value 3: Service to Humanity and the Ecology
The social work profession upholds service in the interests of others, consistent with
social ecological justice, as a core professional objective. In professional practice, social
workers balance individual needs, and rights and freedoms with collective interests in the
service of humanity, non-humans, and our shared natural world. When acting in a
professional capacity, social workers place professional service before personal goals or
advantage, and use their power and authority in disciplined and responsible ways that
serve society the ecology. The social work profession contributes to knowledge and skills
that assist in the management of conflicts and the wide-ranging consequences of conflict.
Principles:
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•

Social workers place the needs of others above self-interest when acting in a
professional capacity.

•

Social workers strive to use the power and authority vested in them as
professionals in responsible ways that serve the needs of clients and the
promotion of social ecological justice.

•

Social workers promote individual and collective development and pursuit of
individual and community goals, as well as the development of a an
ecologically just society.

•

Social workers use their knowledge and skills in bringing about fair
resolutions to conflict and in assisting those affected by conflict.

Value 4: Integrity in Professional Practice
Social workers demonstrate respect for the profession’s purpose, values and ethical
principles relevant to their field of practice. Social workers maintain a high level of
professional conduct by acting honestly and responsibly, and promoting the values of the
profession. Social workers strive for critical-partiality impartiality in their professional
practice, and refrain from imposing their personal values, views and preferences on
clients. It is the responsibility of social workers to establish the tenor of their
professional relationship with clients, and others to whom they have a professional
duty, and to maintain professional boundaries. As individuals, social workers take care in
their actions to not bring the reputation of the profession into disrepute. An essential
element of integrity in professional practice is ethical accountability based on this Code
of Ethics, the IFSW International Declaration of Ethical Principles of Social Work, and
other relevant provincial/territorial standards and guidelines. Where conflicts exist with
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respect to these sources of ethical guidance, social workers are encouraged to seek
advice, including consultation with their regulatory body.
Principles:
•

Social workers demonstrate and promote the qualities of honesty, reliability,
care, critical-partiality, impartiality and diligence in their professional
practice.

•

Social workers demonstrate adherence to the values and ethical principles of
the profession and promote respect for the profession’s values and principles
in organizations where they work or with which they have a professional
affiliation.

•

Social workers establish appropriate boundaries in relationships with clients
and ensure that the relationship serves the needs of clients, which may include
individuals, groups, and communities, with special care being paid to those
who are vulnerable and marginalized.

•

Social workers value openness, a n d transparency, relationship, and
complexity in professional practice and avoid relationships where their
integrity or critical-partiality impartiality may be compromised, ensuring that
should a conflict of interest be unavoidable, the nature of the conflict is fully
disclosed.

Value 5: Confidentiality in Professional Practice
I have not suggested changes to this value. This section can be found in Appendix
L.
Value 6: Competence in Professional Practice
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Social workers respect a client’s right to competent social worker services. Social
workers analyze the nature of social ecological needs and problems, and encourage
innovative, effective strategies and techniques to meet both new, and existing, and future
needs and, where possible, contribute to the knowledge base of the profession. Social
workers have a responsibility to maintain professional proficiency, to continually strive
to increase their professional knowledge and skills, and to apply new knowledge in
practice commensurate with their level of professional education, skill and competency,
seeking consultation and supervision as appropriate.
Principles:
•

Social workers uphold the right of clients to be offered the highest
quality service possible.

•

Social workers strive to maintain and increase their professional knowledge
and skill.

•

Social workers demonstrate due care for client’s interests and safety by
limiting professional practice to areas of demonstrated competence.

•

Social workers contribute to the ongoing development of the profession and
its ability to serve humanity and our shared natural world upon which human
wellbeing and survival depend and, where possible, by participating in the
development of current and future social workers and the development of new
professional knowledge.

•

Social workers who engage in research minimize risks to participants and
harm to the environment, ensure informed consent, maintain confidentiality
and accurately report the results of their studies.
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In addition to ecologizing the Code, the next iteration should do more to cultivate
social worker’ critical thinking about ethics, more generally (McNamee, 2015). This
could be accomplished by: identifying the modernist assumptions and historical contexts
that inform the Code of Ethics; referencing literature that critically examines key
concepts in the Code (for example, “self-determination” and “equitable distribution”) for
social workers to consider reading; and including overviews of complementary ethical
approaches, such as virtue ethics, feminist ethics of care, and wholistic values and
principles associated with relevant Indigenous practices.
Reflexivity
All aspects of this research were influenced by my social locations as a white,
Canadian-born, middle-class, professional woman. These intersecting sources of identity
guided what I perceived and chose to explore. As I reflected on the dissertation process, I
realised that I was guided by the belief that creating small change in ourselves and others
could be enough to stem the climate crisis. I believe this was naïve and limited. What I
missed, and wish I had explored, is the importance of advocacy and community-building
in contributing to profound ecological change. I am reminded of a conversation I had
with a professor soon after I began doctoral studies. At the time, I was working as a
therapist at a hospital mental health clinic for children and families. I told her about my
surprise and frustration at finding that, despite being immersed in nature-centric ideas, it
seemed that I reverted back to human-centric thinking as soon as I walked into the
hospital. It felt like I was living two very different lives. I understood that these
experiences were related to the constraining effects of the modernist lenses that govern
my worldview and seemed to become even more dominant at the hospital. I haven’t
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worked at the hospital for several years and now work primarily in private practice. Yet, I
still struggle to integrate nature into my therapy practice. I can see more clearly that it
wasn’t just the constraining effects of the hospital context, but that I was, and remain,
constrained by the internalized practice and social discourses that privilege humanity and
individualize problems and solutions. I will continue my efforts to limit these constraints
on my thinking and practice, and endeavor to contribute to positive ecological change in
social work and in society at large.
Research Limitations
As a novice researcher, I was uncertain about how directive to be during the
interviews. The first few interviews were especially difficult as I struggled to help
participants be more concrete about their perspectives on potential changes to their
respective codes of ethics. I think there were several factors at play. As a therapist
myself, I was often more curious about the ways participants integrate nature into their
therapy practice and, at times, I focused on this area rather than remaining in the territory
of codes of ethics. I was also acutely aware of not wanting participants to feel
embarrassed about their difficulty in trying to offer specific suggestions about ways to
ecologize their codes of ethics. Regarding the focus group interviews, I think I held the
sessions too early in the analysis phase of the research, before I had adequately analysed
and synthesised the data. The presentation I gave was too content-heavy and I believe
this may have overwhelmed some of the participants. Furthermore, like me, some of the
focus group participants were focussed more on the ways individual interview
participants integrate nature into their practice. Thus at times I found it difficult to keep
our discussion centered on the area of ethics.
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This study sample involved a relatively small number of ecologically-informed
therapists, and a smaller number of ecologically-informed social workers; therefore, the
findings cannot be generalized to entire populations of therapists or social workers.
However, generalizability was not an aim of this study. Instead, my aim was to explore
ecological ethics for social work, which, at the time of writing this dissertation, had not
yet been studied. In addition, because I was able to recruit only 6 ecologically-informed
social work therapists for the individual interviews, I needed to include participants from
disciplines other than social work. I do not believe this is a limitation of the research.
Instead, gathering the perspectives of therapists situated in different professional contexts
may have enriched the data and hopefully contributed to a more complex, nuanced, and
fulsome picture of ecological ethics and its fit and usefulness for social work.
This research reveals a partial perspective influenced by my assumptions, values,
and interests and the assumptions, values, and interests of a small and relatively
homogenous group of practitioners situated in particular cultural contexts. For a fuller
picture, future research needs to include the perspectives of community social workers,
policy makers, clients, and individuals from diverse and marginalized communities about
the meaning of ecological ethics and what social work can and should be doing to
contribute to positive local and global transformation in this era of climate change.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion
This dissertation illuminates the meaning of ecological ethics for social work
therapy practice and suggests ways that social work can transition to a more ecologicallyethical profession. Ecological ethics blends phenomena constructed along binaries in the
modernist paradigm that continues to dominate social work. It includes relational
assumptions about the nature of reality, humanity, and wellbeing, relational values that
include ecological justice and openness to complexity, and therapy practices that foster
connection with nature.
Embracing ecological ethics will require change on micro-, meso-, and macrolevels. Individual social workers can contribute to this change through cultivating their
ecological knowledge and practice through course work, professional development
activities, and dialoguing with others about ecologically-ethical therapy practice for the
purposes of learning about and championing ecological ethics. Change is also needed on
larger scale levels; ecologizing codes of ethics and education programs are needed to
help socialize future and current social workers into ecologically-ethical constructions of
justice and wellbeing.
I have argued in this dissertation that social work’s embrace of ecological ethics
is long overdue. Are we waiting for this to feel less risky? Or do we, as professionals
with power and privilege, demonstrate the will and courage to positively contribute to
this moral endeavor for the wellbeing of all? I believe that social work’s systemic
underpinnings and ethical commitments behooves us as a profession to embrace
ecological ethics so that it better meets its responsibilities in the current social and
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environmental climates. Ecologizing the profession is one of the greatest challenges we
face. With the potential to profoundly change the profession into a substantive champion
of social justice, peace, and the integrity of the natural world, it can position the
profession to offer substantive and meaningful contributions to individual and
community wellbeing in the coming decades of significant environmental challenge.
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Appendix A
Terminology – Morality and Ethics
The terms ethics and morality are ambiguous concepts and it can be difficult to delineate
between them in the literature. For example, authors often use the terms morality and
ethics interchangeably; some authors do not acknowledge a difference between them (for
example (Wendorf & Wendorf, 1985), and others do acknowledge a difference but use
the terms interchangeably regardless, often for simplicity sake (for example, (Banks &
Gallagher, 2009).
On the other hand, ethics and morality are distinguished and used separately by
other authors (for example, Bauman, 1993; Donovan, 2003; Linds, 2008; Lloyd &
Hansen, 2003). The ambiguity, however, does not end there because different authors
assign different meanings to each concept. Some of these authors (for example, Bauman,
1993) say that ethics refers to codes that guide conduct and these are informed by moral
theory. Meanwhile other authors (for example, (Gert & Gert, 2017) say that morality
refers to codes that guide conduct and these are informed by ethical theories. For the
purposes of this paper, I use the term morality to refer to our inherent sociality and being
for the other. I use the term ethics to mean the practice of morality (Lloyd & Hansen,
2003). Ethics are informed by theories of morality (Banks & Gallagher, 2009; Bauman,
1993; Hugman, 2005; Reiman, 2009) and involves the application of beliefs, values, and
principles to guide action (Hugman, 2005).
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Appendix B
Letter of Invitation for Individual Interviews
Ecological Ethics and Social Work Therapy Practice Research Study
Faculty of Social Work, Wilfrid Laurier University
Recruitment Letter to Leaders

Dear:
We corresponded through email approximately 8 months ago. If you recall, I was
considering undertaking a study entitled Ecological Ethics and Social Work for my PhD
dissertation research and was trying to determine the feasibility of interviewing
ecologically-informed therapists. My dissertation advisor is Dr. Marshall Fine, professor
of Social Work at Wilfrid Laurier University, Kitchener, Ontario. As I stated in that
email to you, I was hoping to interview therapists who integrate relationships with nature
into their therapeutic practice. I want to explore what social work can learn about their
experiences of ecologically-ethical practice.
The study has been approved by the Wilfrid Laurier University Research Ethics
Board and I am currently beginning the recruitment stage of the research and am
wondering if you would be willing to post or send this attached “Letter of Invitation to
Participate in Ecological Ethics and Social Work Therapy Practice Research Study” to
your colleagues and/or members who practice therapy from an ecological perspective.
If you would like to learn more about the research please contact me at:
Phone: 905-857-9559
Email: guin5570@mylaurier.ca or kguindon@wlu.ca
Thank you in advance for your time and support.
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Appendix C
Focus Group Recruitment Advertisement with OASW
Invitation to Participate in Ecological Ethics and Social Work Therapy Practice Research
Study - Faculty of Social Work, Wilfrid Laurier University
Focus Group Interview
I am a PhD candidate in Social Work at Wilfrid Laurier University in KitchenerWaterloo, Ontario, Canada. My dissertation advisor is Dr. Marshall Fine, who is a
professor at the Faculty of Social Work, Wilfrid Laurier University. I am looking for
participants for a study on Ecological Ethics and Social Work Therapy Practice, which
has been approved by the Wilfrid Laurier University Research Ethics Board. If you are a
Registered Social Worker in Ontario who has been practicing psychotherapy for at least
one year, I am interested in interviewing you in a focus group context.
The purpose of this research is to explore the following research questions:
1) What does ethical ecological therapy practice mean from the perspectives of
ecologically-informed practitioners?
2) What can social work learn from ecological ethics that could potentially inform
social work codes of ethics?
The first question will be explored through discussions with therapists from a
variety of disciplines who practice psychotherapy from a green or environmentally
wholistic perspective. I am interested in learning about the meaning(s) of ethical therapy
practice from their perspectives. The second question, which relates to your possible
participation, will be explored through a focus group interview. During the focus group
interview, I will share with the focus group the information I analysed from the
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individual interviews for the purpose of exploring your perspectives on what social work
can learn from ecological ethics.
If you choose to participate, you would be interviewed in a focus group session
with a maximum of 7 other social workers. The focus group will last 2.5 hours and will
be held in a central location in the Greater Toronto Area. You will be asked to sign a
consent form, which will be sent to you for your review and contains more information
about the project. It also outlines ethical issues, such as confidentiality, risks, and
benefits that are important for you to consider in regards to your participation.
If you would like to learn more about the research or think you might be interested in
participating in the research, please contact me, Karma Guindon, at:
Phone: 905-857-9559 or Email: guin5570@mylaurier.ca
Please be sure to leave me your name, phone number, and email address so I can respond
to you. Contacting me to find out more about the study in no way obligates you to
participate.
Thank you in advance for your time and interest.
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Appendix D
Consent to Participate in Individual Interviews
WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT FOR
INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS
Ecological Ethics and Social Work Therapy Practice
I invite you to participate in a research study being conducted by me, Karma
Guindon under the supervision of Dr. Marshall Fine, Faculty of Social Work, Wilfrid
Laurier University. I am a Registered Social Worker and Registered Marriage & Family
Therapist in practice in the Greater Toronto Region in Ontario Canada. I am also PhD
candidate in the Faculty of Social Work at Wilfrid Laurier University in KitchenerWaterloo, Ontario, Canada.
The purpose of this study is to explore the following research questions: 1) What
does ethical ecological therapy practice mean from the perspectives of ecologicallyinformed practitioners? 2) What can social work learn from ecological ethics that could
potentially inform social work codes of ethics? The first question will be explored
through discussions with therapists from a variety of disciplines who practice
psychotherapy from an ecological perspective. In other words, I am interested in learning
about the meaning(s) of ethical ecological therapy practice from your perspective. The
information I gather from these individual interviews will be analysed and the themes
that emerge will be shared with social workers in a focus group format. The purpose of
sharing this information with social workers is to explore what the social work profession
can learn from ecological ethics and how ecological ethics could potentially inform
social work codes of ethics.
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You will be one of approximately 15 practitioners to be interviewed world-wide.
I am hoping to interview you either 1 or 2 times within a 6 month time-period,
approximately. The first interview is guided by a semi-structured interview. I will ask
you a series of questions and record your answers. The questions focus on your current
and past practice contexts, your philosophical approach to ecologically-ethical practice,
and ethical tensions you experience and the ways you respond to these. A second
interview may be useful too so that I can complete the interview or to clarify responses
you made during the first interview. If so, I will contact you to request a second
interview. However, you will not be obligated to participate in a second interview and
can decline my request. Interviews will last for approximately 1 – 1 1/2 hours and will
occur over the telephone, Skype, or, if within travelling distance from me, at a place of
your choosing.
You may participate if you are an ecologically-informed therapist in practice with
individuals, families, or groups. By “ecologically-informed” I mean that you utilise an
approach to therapy that integrates nature and environmental issues. You will also have
been practicing ecological therapy for at least 1 year and meet at least one of these
eligibility requirements: 1) you belong to a professional group that identifies with
ecological therapy practice; and/or 2) you have been identified by leaders in ecological
practice as a therapist who practices ecologically-informed therapy; and/or 3) you belong
to the Ontario Association for Social Workers (a professional group in Ontario that is not
specifically dedicated to ecological practice) and have made contributions to the
ecological therapy field through, for example, publishing and/or presenting on the topic.
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I request your permission to audio record each interview in order to ensure your
responses are captured accurately. This material will be strictly used only for the purpose
of the research. Only the person who transcribes the audio tape(s) and I will have access
to the audio tape(s), which will be kept on a password protected audio recorder, as well
as in password protected computer files. The transcriber will keep all information
confidential. The transcripts will be kept in password protected computer files, which
only I have access to. The transcript will be used to analyze the research data. I will keep
the audio recordings and transcripts for a period of seven years in order to use the data
for further analysis and the writing of journal articles. After seven years, I will dispose of
the data by erasing the audio recordings and deleting the transcripts from the computer If
you withdraw from the study, you have the right to request that your information not be
used in the analysis of the data. You also have the right to request to listen to the audio
tape at any point during the study.
There is no deception or concealment in this study.
CONFIDENTIALITY
To protect identity and privacy, participants’ information (e.g. consent forms,
transcripts, audio recordings, etc.) will be kept in a locked filing cabinet, as well as in
password protected computer files, which only I have access to.
You may decide to share information about your work with clients during the
interview. In order to protect your clients’ confidentiality, you should not share any
identifying information about the cases that we discuss.
I will use the information and analysis in presentations and publications about this
research. These reports, presentations, and publications will contain quotes from the
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interviews, but I will remove all identifying information from these quotes. Your name
would never be attached to a quotation – they will include only your alias or a number if
you do not supply me with an alias.
RISKS
There are some risks in participating in this study. In answering the questions,
you may begin to think about things that have caused you stress, or are causing you
stress, or have led you to feel that you were not operating in a way that was consistent
with the way you would like to practice therapy. Should you experience any distressing
feelings during the interview, I will do my best to help you to deal with whatever feelings
arise. I also will discuss with you who might provide additional support, should you
require it. You can also decline to answer any question that makes you uncomfortable.
It is also important for you know that as a regulated professional, I am required to
report any information that would indicate there is the possibility of imminent harm to
any individual or group. This would include a direct threat of harm or information
concerning a specific intent to harm any individual or group. Also, when talking to any
professional, there is always the risk of indirect evaluation of your practice. I would like
you to know, however, that this research is not investigating individuals’ competence.
BENEFITS
You may benefit from participating in the research. For example, you may benefit
from a chance to reflect on your own experiences and to share your perspectives on
ecological ethics. Sharing your perspectives on ecological ethics may also help to benefit
the field, more generally. As previously mentioned, I intend to communicate the findings
from this study through presentations and publications; your participation in this study
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could help contribute to an expanded ethic informed by your actual practice and the
critical theoretical scholarship in professional ethics. This study could also help bridge
the gap between micro- and macro-level contexts in the practice of psychotherapy and
the education of future helping professionals by contributing ideas of ethical practice as
something integrated with particular and complex webs of relationships, including
relationships that exist beyond immediate experience. It may also expand what are
considered to be legitimate topics in therapy, where environmental and socio-political
issues can be discussed in the context of clients’ everyday lives. This in turn, could more
fully orient clients to the realities that exist beyond their immediate experience. This
could also help to foster people’s awareness of complex interrelationships among all
things and feelings of care, responsibility, and the need to take action to address the
environmental and social problems we currently face.
CONTACT
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures or you
experience adverse effects as a result of participating in this study you may contact me,
the researcher, Karma Guindon, at the Faculty of Social Work, Wilfrid Laurier
University, 120 Duke Street West, Kitchener ON, N2H 3W8, (416) 919-8086 or
guin5570@mylaurier.ca. This project has been reviewed and approved by the University
Research Ethics Board (tracking number: 2473). If you feel you have not been treated
according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a participant in research have
been violated during the course of this project, you may contact Dr. Robert Basso, Chair,
University Research Ethics Board, Wilfrid Laurier University, (519) 884-1970, extension
5225 or rbasso@wlu.ca
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PARTICIPATION
Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate
without penalty. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any
time without penalty. If you withdraw from the study, every attempt will be made to
remove your data from the study and have it destroyed. You have the right to omit any
question(s) and/or procedure(s) you choose.
FEEDBACK AND PUBLICATION
The results of the research will be disseminated in a dissertation, journal articles,
and presentations. I will provide you with a summary of the research findings at the
conclusion of the study, if you request this.
Ecological Ethics and Social Work Therapy Practice Research Study
Consent Form
I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of this
form. I agree to participate in this study.
Participant’s name (please print): __________________________________________

Participant's signature________________________________________
Date _________________
Investigator's signature _______________________________________
Date _________________
I provide permission for my quotations to be used in the final research report, as well
as in publications and presentations about this research. I am aware that my identity
will be concealed and will not be linked to my quotations in order to protect my
privacy and confidentiality.
Yes_______

No_______
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For the use of quotations, please identify what name you would like to be used as an
alias. If you do not provide an alias, a number will be assigned to any quotations used in
the study. _____________________________________________
Participant's signature________________________________________
Date _________________
Investigator's signature _______________________________________
Date _________________
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Appendix E
Consent to Participate in Focus Group
WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT FOR
FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWS
Ecological Ethics and Social Work Research Study
I invite you to participate in a research study being conducted by me, Karma
Guindon under the supervision of Dr. Marshall Fine, Faculty of Social Work, Wilfrid
Laurier University. I am a Registered Social Worker and Registered Marriage & Family
Therapist in practice in the Greater Toronto Region in Ontario Canada. I am also PhD
candidate in the Faculty of Social Work at Wilfrid Laurier University in KitchenerWaterloo, Ontario, Canada.
The purpose of this study is to explore the following research questions: 1) What
does ethical ecological therapy practice mean from the perspectives of ecologicallyinformed practitioners? 2) What can social work learn from ecological ethics that could
potentially inform social work codes of ethics? The first question will be explored
through discussions with therapists from a variety of disciplines who practice
psychotherapy from an ecological perspective. The information I learn from theses
individual interviews will be then analysed and the themes that emerge will then be
shared with you in a focus group format. The purpose of the focus group will be to gather
feedback about the information gathered during the individual interviews and to explore
your perspectives about what social work can learn from ecological ethics that could
potentially inform social work codes of ethics.
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There will be two focus groups interviews with approximately eight participants
in each group. You will be asked to participate in one focus group. The focus group will
follow semi-structured interview format that will allow me to ask you and the other
group members’ specific questions about your perspectives on the findings from the
individual interviews. Your responses to these questions will be recorded. The focus
group interview will run for approximately for 2.5 hours, and will occur at an accessible
location in the Greater Toronto Area.
You may participate in the focus group if you are a Registered Social Worker
providing psychotherapy to individuals, families, or groups and have been practicing for
at least 1 year.
I request your permission to audio record each interview in order to ensure your
responses are captured accurately. This material will be strictly used only for the purpose
of the research. Only the person who transcribes the audio tape(s) and I will have access
to the audio tape(s), which will be kept on a password protected audio recorder, as well
as in password protected computer files. The transcriber will keep all information
confidential. The transcripts will be kept in password protected computer files, which
only I have access to. The transcript will be used to analyze the research data. I will keep
the audio recordings and transcripts for a period of seven years in order to use the data
for further analysis and the writing of journal articles. After seven years, I will dispose of
the data by erasing the audio recordings and deleting the transcripts from the computer If
you withdraw from the study, you have the right to request that your information not be
used in the analysis of the data. You also have the right to request to listen to the audio
tape at any point during the study.
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There is no deception or concealment in this study
CONFIDENTIALITY
To protect identity and privacy, participants’ information (e.g. consent forms,
transcripts, audio recordings, etc.) will be kept in a locked filing cabinet, as well as in
password protected computer files, which only I have access to.
You may decide to share information about your work with clients during the
interview. In order to protect your clients’ confidentiality, you should not share any
identifying information about the cases that we discuss.
One issue that comes up in focus groups is the fact that confidentiality cannot be
guaranteed because all those present at the focus group hear what everyone else says. To
protect your and the other participant’s confidentiality, this issue will be discussed at the
beginning of the focus group and participants will be asked to agree not to share any
personal information emerging from the focus group session outside of the group.
I will use the information and analysis in presentations and publications about this
research. These reports, presentations, and publications will contain quotes from the
interviews, but I will remove all identifying information from these quotes. Your name
would never be attached to a quotation – they will include only your alias or a number if
you do not supply me with an alias.
RISKS
There are some risks in participating in this study. In answering the questions,
you may begin to think about things that have caused you stress, or are causing you
stress, or have led you to feel that you were not operating in a way that was consistent
with the way you would like to practice therapy. Should you experience any distressing
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feelings during the interview, I will do my best to help you to deal with whatever feelings
arise. I also will discuss with you who might provide additional support, should you
require it. You can also decline to answer any question that makes you uncomfortable.
It is also important for you know that as a regulated professional, I am required to
report any information that would indicate there is the possibility of imminent harm to
any individual or group. This would include a direct threat of harm or information
concerning a specific intent to harm any individual or group. Also, when talking to any
professional, there is always the risk of indirect evaluation of your practice. I would like
you to know, however, that this research is not investigating individuals’ competence.
BENEFITS
You may benefit from participating in the research. For example, you may benefit
from a chance to reflect on your own experiences and to share your perspectives on
ecological ethics. Sharing your perspectives on ecological ethics may also help to benefit
the field, more generally. As previously mentioned, I intend to communicate the findings
from this study through presentations and publications; your participation in this study
could help contribute to an expanded ethic informed by your actual practice and the
critical theoretical scholarship in professional ethics. This study could also help bridge
the gap between micro- and macro-level contexts in the practice of psychotherapy and
the education of future helping professionals by contributing ideas of ethical practice as
something integrated with particular and complex webs of relationships, including
relationships that exist beyond immediate experience. It may also expand what are
considered to be legitimate topics in therapy, where environmental and socio-political
issues can be discussed in the context of clients’ everyday lives. This in turn, could more
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fully orient clients to the realities that exist beyond their immediate experience. This
could also help to foster people’s awareness of complex interrelationships among all
things and feelings of care, responsibility, and the need to take action to address the
environmental and social problems we currently face.
CONTACT
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures or you
experience adverse effects as a result of participating in this study you may contact me,
the researcher, Karma Guindon, at the Faculty of Social Work, Wilfrid Laurier
University, 120 Duke Street West, Kitchener ON, N2H 3W8, (416) 919-8086 or
guin5570@mylaurier.ca. This project has been reviewed and approved by the University
Research Ethics Board (tracking number: 2473). If you feel you have not been treated
according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a participant in research have
been violated during the course of this project, you may contact Dr. Robert Basso, Chair,
University Research Ethics Board, Wilfrid Laurier University, (519) 884-1970, extension
5225 or rbasso@wlu.ca
PARTICIPATION
Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate
without penalty. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any
time without penalty. If you withdraw from the study, every attempt will be made to
remove your data from the study and have it destroyed. You have the right to omit any
question(s) and/or procedure(s) you choose.
FEEDBACK AND PUBLICATION
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The results of the research will be disseminated in a dissertation, journal articles,
and presentations. I will provide you with a summary of the research findings at the
conclusion of the study, if you request this.
Ecological Ethics and Social Work Research Study
CONSENT
I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of this
form. I agree to participate in this study.
Participant’s name (please print): __________________________________________

Participant's signature________________________________________
Date _________________
Investigator's signature _______________________________________
Date _________________
I provide permission for my quotations to be used in the final research report, as well
as in publications and presentations about this research. I am aware that my identity
will be concealed and will not be linked to my quotations in order to protect my
privacy and confidentiality.
Yes_______

No_______

For the use of quotations, please identify what name you would like to be used as an
alias. If you do not provide an alias, a number will be assigned to any quotations that are
used in the study. _____________________________________________
Participant's signature________________________________________
Date _________________
Investigator's signature _______________________________________
Date _________________
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Appendix F
Individual Interview Guide and Questions
1) Background Information/ Personal History
• Please describe your education and practice history
• Where were you trained/educated?
• What are your professional affiliations or credentials?
• How long have you been in practice?
• Where have you practiced?
• Please describe the client groups you have worked with and the areas of practice
you been involved in.
• What models of therapy have you utilised?
2) Details about current position
• Where do you practice?
• Is your practice space set up in a way that reflects your ecological approach to
practice? Please describe.
• How did you choose to become an ecologically-informed therapist (for example,
diversity, values, significant people, etc.)
3) Meaning of ecologically ethical practice
• Please describe your philosophical approach to practice
• What does ecologically ethical practice mean to you?
• What, if any differences or similarities do you see between from “dominant”
codes of ethics and ecologically informed ethics?
• Is your current approach to practice different from how you used to practice? If
so, how? (if applicable)
• What aspects of your profession’s code of ethics do you find particularly
challenging from an ecological perspective? (I will need to have their code of
ethics in front of me during this and be prepared to use prompts such as “are there
challenges in regards to the code’s notion of autonomy given your ecological
stance?”) How do you deal with these?
4) Professional and institutional constraints – In regards to the participant’s professional
college/association and, if works in an agency, his/her workplace.
• Are there institutional or other barriers that impact on your ecological orientation
to ethics? Please elaborate. Probes or clues – policies, resources, case examples
• How do you deal with these?
5) Ecological ethics and social justice
• Does environmental justice relate to social justice from your perspective? If yes,
how do they relate, how are they similar? If no, in what ways are they different?
• Please tell me about a time when you practiced in a way that strongly fit your
stance on ethical practice, either in relation to social justice or environmental
justice.
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6) Visions for future
• Is there was anything you could do to organize the field so that it was easier to
practice consistently with your own sense of ecological ethics what would you
do?
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Appendix G
Interview Questions – Individual Interview Questions - Revised
Background Information/ Personal History
1 Personal demographics.
• Age
• Gender
• Ethnocultural background
• Is there anything else about you that you feel influences your approach to
ecologically ethical practice
2 Please describe your education and practice history
• Where were you trained/educated?
• What are your professional affiliations or credentials?
• How long have you been in practice?
• Where have you practiced?
• Please describe the client groups you have worked with and the areas of practice
you been involved in.
• What models of therapy have you utilised?
Details about current position
3 Where do you currently practice? Is your practice space set up in a way that reflects
your ecological approach to practice? Please describe.
4 How did you choose to become an ecologically-informed therapist (for example,
diversity, values, significant people, etc.)
Meaning of ecologically ethical practice
5 Please describe your philosophical or ethical approach to therapy practice.
• What do you see as particularly ethical about this approach to therapy practice?
• Can you tell me about a particular experience with a client(s) when you worked
this way?
Probe: Is your current approach to therapy practice different from how you used to
practice? If so, how? (if applicable)
6 Our codes of ethics are underscored by particular values and assumptions. For
example, they are concerned with particular meanings of respect for a person’s
dignity and work, self-determination and autonomy, responsibility to society,
confidentiality, what, if any differences or similarities do you see between
“dominant” codes of ethics and ecologically-informed ethics?
7. What aspects of your profession’s code of ethics do you find particularly challenging
from an ecological perspective? (Be prepared to use prompts)
Probe: “for example, are there challenges in regards to the code’s notion of
autonomy given your ecological stance?”
• How do you deal with these?
8. Is there a connection or overlap between ecologically-informed therapy and
Indigenous or Eastern (or non-Western) thought/worldviews from your perspective?
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Professional and institutional constraints – In regards to the participant’s Professional
College/
Association and, if works in an agency, his/her workplace.
9 Are there institutional or other barriers that impact on your ecological orientation to
ethics? Please elaborate.
Probe: policies, resources, expectations, or pressures, personal factors, risks?
• Can you provide me with an example of this?
How do you deal with these?
Ecological ethics and social justice
10 Is practicing ecologically-informed therapy a way of moving toward an
environmentally just and/or socially just way of practicing, from your perspective?
• If so, how are they related? If not how are they unrelated?
• What are your thoughts about the relationship between environmental justice and
social justice more broadly? (optional)
11 Please tell me about a time in your therapy practice when you practiced in a way that
strongly fit your stance on ethical practice, either in relation to social justice or
environmental justice.
Visions for future
12 What do you think the helping professions (or therapy professions) could do so that
it would be easier to practice more consistently with your own sense of ecological
ethics?
13 “Is there anything you think I missed or wish I had asked about?"
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Appendix H
Focus Group Interview Guide and Questions
1) Introductions
2) Introduce myself in terms of professional experience and interest in the study and
briefly review the purpose of the study.
3) Ask if any questions regarding consent forms (consent forms will be sent to
participants in advance. Paper copies will also be available at the start of group)
and review confidentiality.
4) Participants will be asked to introduce themselves and, if comfortable, to share
their reasons for participating in the focus group.
5) Presentation of Part 1 of research findings with participants and facilitated
discussion (Part 1 of the findings will involve general themes that emerged
regarding the meaning of ecologically ethical therapy practice from the
perspectives of ecological-informed therapists who were interviewed during
Phase 1 of the study.)
a. Discussion question: “What are your thoughts/feedback/comments about
the findings? “
b. “Are any these ideas useful to you in informing your ethics and/or
practice?”
i. If yes – “in what ways are they useful”
ii. If no – “in what ways are they not useful?
6) Break
7) Presentation of Part 2 of the research findings and facilitated discussion. (Part 2
of the findings consist of Phase 1 participants’ perspectives on changes that could
be made to the therapy professions and codes of ethics.)
a. Discussion question: “What are your thoughts/feedback/comments about
the findings?”
8) Final discussion question: “What are your thoughts about how these findings
could potentially inform social work codes of ethics?”
a. Probe: If no, “why not?”
b. Probe: If yes, “why?” and “what are your thoughts about ways the social
work code of ethics could be changed?”
9) Wrap up and ending
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Appendix I
Focus Group Presentation
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Appendix J
Confidentiality Agreement with Transcriber
WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT for TRANSCRIBER
Ecological Ethics and Social Work Therapy Practice
In order to protect participants’ confidentiality, I agree to not disclose any information
from the audio recordings and transcripts. After an audio recording has been transcribed,
I will email the transcript, which will be in password protected files, to the study’s
Principal Investigator Karma Guindon. After Karma has confirmed receipt of the
transcript, I will delete the audio files and transcripts from my computer.

Transcriber’s signature ____________________________________
Date _________________

Investigator's signature _____________________________________
Date ________________
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Appendix K
Individual Interview Participant Demographics
Demographic information
(13 participants)
Gender
Male
Female
Androgynous
Age
25-35
36-45
46-55
56-65
66-75
Socio-cultural Background
Indian
First Nations/Indigenous and White/Caucasian
European/Jewish/Mexican
European/White/Caucasian
Country of Origin
Canada
United States
United Kingdom
Poland
Country of Residence at Time of Interview
Canada
United States
England
Highest degree obtained
Bachelor degree
Master degree
PhD
Professional affiliation
Social Work
Marriage & Family Therapy
Counselling/Psychotherapy
Years in therapy practice
1-10
11-20
21-30
31+
Years in eco-therapy practice
1-10

Number of
Participants
2
10
1
2
3
3
4
1
1
3
1
8
6
4
2
1
6
6
1
1
11
1
6
5
2
2
4
6
1
6
162

11-20
5
21-30
2
Practice contexts at the time of interviews
Non-profit
4
Private practice
3
Non-profit and private practice
6
Indoor and/or outdoor practice contexts
Indoor only
3
Outdoor only
0
Indoor and outdoor
10
Additional credentials and training
Chemical Dependency Professional; Ecopsychology; Gestalt
Therapy; Emotion Focussed Therapy; Focussing Therapy;
Bioenergetic Therapy; Ecospiritual Therapy; Jungian Analysis;
Dance Movement Therapy; Masters in Art, Culture, and Spirituality;
EMDR Certified; Masters in Conflict Resolution; Ericksonian
Hypnotherapy
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Appendix L
Value 5 from the CASW (2005) Code of Ethics
Value 5: Confidentiality in Professional Practice
A cornerstone of professional social work relationships is confidentiality with respect to
all matters associated with professional services to clients. Social workers demonstrate
respect for the trust and confidence placed in them by clients, communities and other
professionals by protecting the privacy of client information and respecting the client’s
right to control when or whether this information will be shared with third parties. Social
workers only disclose confidential information to other parties (including family
members) with the informed consent of clients, clients’ legally authorized
representatives or when required by law or court order. The general expectation that
social workers will keep information confidential does not apply when disclosure is
necessary to prevent serious, foreseeable and imminent harm to a client or others. In all
instances, social workers disclose the least amount of confidential information necessary
to achieve the desired purpose.
Principals
•

Social workers respect the importance of the trust and confidence placed in the
professional relationship by clients and members of the public.

•

Social workers respect the client’s right to confidentiality of information shared in
a professional context.

•

Social workers only disclose confidential information with the informed consent
of the client or permission of client’s legal representative.

•

Social workers may break confidentiality and communicate client information
without permission when required or permitted by relevant laws, court order or
this Code.

•

Social workers demonstrate transparency with respect to limits to confidentiality
that apply to their professional practice by clearly communicating these
limitations to clients early in their relationship.
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